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ABSTRACT
This study examined the relationships between self-efficacy, participation in prison
programs, and perceived ability to live crime free among male prisoners in state-operated
New Mexico prisons. Among the 589 study participants, those who reported having received
assistance in changing criminal attitudes agreed they would be able to live crime free at a rate
8% higher than those who did not (p = .029). Those who agreed that they are able to
accomplish any task (p = .001) or who disagreed with feeling helpless to deal with problems
(p = .001) also scored significantly higher in perceived ability to live crime free. This
research provides evidence that prison programs focused on changing criminal attitudes and
increasing certain types of self efficacy are associated with prisoners feeling more optimistic
about being able to live crime free when released from prison.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The United States confines a disproportionately large number of prisoners per capita.
With less than 5% of the world’s population (United States Census Bureau, 2020), the United
States confines more than 21% of the world’s inmate population (Walmsley, 2015, p. 2). In
2020, there were a total of 1,215,821 prisoners confined in a state or federal correctional
institution in the United States, and 1,132,767 of them were men (Carson, 2021, p. 7). At
least 95% of all state prisoners will ultimately be released from prison (Hughes & Wilson,
2019). However, 77% of inmates released from state prisons are arrested for a new crime
within five years (Alper & Durose, 2018), and approximately 55% are returned to prison
within five years (Durose et al., 2014). Arrests climb to 83% when measured nine years after
release, with an average of five arrests per released prisoner (Alper & Durose, 2018).
In New Mexico, a person sentenced to a year or more of confinement will serve that
time in a prison (NM Stat § 30-1-6, 2016). In 2018, the peak count of male prisoners in New
Mexico was 6,616 (New Mexico Sentencing Commission, 2019). Freeman (2018) found that
49.9% of males released from a New Mexico prison in 2014 returned to prison within 36
months.
Incarceration is associated with negative health outcomes. In a study involving New
York State prison parolees, Patterson (2013) found that each additional year spent in prison
increased an individual’s odds of death by 15.6% during the 10 years following release from
prison. Men who have been incarcerated also have poorer health than men who have never
been incarcerated. Massoglia (2008) conducted a longitudinal study in which males who had
been incarcerated at any point between the ages of 14 and 22 reported significantly lower
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levels of health at age 40, and were twice as likely to have hepatitis, tuberculosis, and urinary
tract infections as compared to individuals of the same age who had not been incarcerated.
The body mass index of men increases with cumulative incarceration, regardless of the
individual’s race/ethnicity or level of education (Houle, 2014).
Imprisonment affects community health. States with higher levels of recidivism have
poorer community health (Wildeman & Wang, 2017). In a seven-year study of spillover
effects of incarceration on health care utilization, Schnittker et al. (2015) found an 11%
increase of unmet need (i.e. “forgoing or delaying necessary care”) for each percentage point
increase of ex-prisoners living in a state (b = 0.102, p < .001, p. 532). Community members
in these states also experienced “less access to specialists, less trust in physicians, and less
satisfaction with the care they receive” (p. 516). In a longitudinal analysis of state-level data
from 1980 to 2010, Aylward (2018) found that lower incarceration rates corresponded with
higher average freshman year completion rates at public high schools. States with rates of
incarceration in the lowest quartile (β = 1.144, SE = 0.549, p < 0.05) and second lowest
quartile (β = 1.034, SE = 0.426, p < 0.05) had significantly higher average freshman
graduation rates than states in the highest quartile of incarceration (Aylward, 2018).
In order to reduce the negative consequences of criminal recidivism, the New Mexico
Corrections Department (NMCD) provides programs to prepare inmates for successful
community reintegration. Denman (2015) studied the utilization and effectiveness of prison
programs for female inmates in New Mexico. The study reviewed recidivism data and prison
programs by content area, i.e., physical health, life skills, vocational, education programs,
substance abuse, and mental health/cognitive. Although Denman found statistically
significant relationships between prison programs and reduced recidivism at the bivariate
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level. when control variables were added to multivariate analyses, only participation in
education was associated with reduced recidivism (Denman, 2015). Participation in any
education program reduced recidivism by 48.7% (OR = 0.487, p ≤ 0.05; Denman, 2015).
Purpose
Little is known about whether participation in prison programs or self-efficacy among
male prisoners in New Mexico is associated with greater perceived ability to live crime free.
Therefore, a cross-sectional, descriptive research design was used to investigate the
relationships between self-efficacy, participation in prison programs, and perceived ability to
live crime free among male prisoners in state-operated New Mexico prisons. This study used
an existing data set collected via the New Mexico Corrections Department Inmate Survey
(NMCD Inmate Survey), which was administered at six NMCD facilities that housed only
male prisoners.
The NMCD Inmate Survey is a self-administered, 111-item questionnaire of prisoner
demographics; services received during incarceration; future perspectives; mental health;
religious and spirituality beliefs; and history, in terms of family, criminal activity, abusive
conduct, victimization, and substance abuse. All the survey data were self-reported by
participants with two exceptions: (1) the facility at which the data were collected (Facility),
and (2) participants’ security level (Level). The survey was administered by New Mexico
Sentencing Commission (NMSC) staff who read an implied consent form while participants
followed along (Pacheco et al., 2016). NMSC staff remained for any questions while an
inmate completed the survey. During the consent process and while completing the survey,
participants were provided a private area in which they could not be viewed by inmates or
staff. The participant’s name and other identifying information were not collected. A soda
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pop and donut were provided as an incentive to participate, because it was not possible to
make a deposit to an inmate’s account while maintaining participant anonymity (Pacheco et
al., 2016).
Key Terms
The following definitions of key terms are used in this study.
Age-crime curve: The longest known predictor of criminal recidivism. The number
of individuals engaged in offending peaks in the age group of 15-19 years and declines in the
late 20s (National Institute of Justice, 2014a).
Community: The non-incarcerated community, unless otherwise noted.
Desistance: “The process(es) by which criminal and antisocial behavior declines in
frequency and seriousness over the life-course, typically after adolescence” (Rocque, 2017,
p. 6), and ultimately achieving a permanent state of non-offending (National Institute of
Justice, n.d.).
Desistance research: Study of preventative factors supporting an individual’s
abstinence from criminal behavior after release from prison.
Level II inmate: Inmate deemed to pose a low risk of violence and escape, based on
“crime committed, length of sentence, criminal history, and behavior” (New Mexico
Corrections Department, n.d.-d, p. 7). A Level II inmate may be able to work outside the
prison with staff supervision (New Mexico Corrections Department, n.d.-d). Security Levels
III and IV require more intensive supervision.
Parole: Supervision of criminal offenders who have served a portion of a prison
sentence and are conditionally released to serve the remainder of the sentence in the
community. Failure to comply with any conditions of parole can result in incarceration
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(Bureau of Justice Statistics, n.d.). In New Mexico, paroled offenders are supervised by the
NMCD Probation and Parole Division (New Mexico Corrections Department, n.d.-c).
Post-release skills: Job and life skills, education, mental health, and drug and alcohol
management. Prison programs aim to enhance these skills to help released prisoners reenter
community more successfully.
Probation: Supervision imposed at sentencing in lieu of incarceration or in
conjunction with short-term incarceration. Failure to comply with any conditions of
probation can result in incarceration (Bureau of Justice Statistics, n.d.).
Program: Prison “work, vocational, educational, substance abuse and mental health
programs, approved by the classification supervisor, that contribute to a prisoner's selfbetterment through the development of personal and occupational skills,” not including
recreational activities (New Mexico Corrections Department, 2018a, p. 3).
Reentry: Release from prison and rejoining community living.
Recidivism: Arrest, conviction, or return to prison within a set period after release
from prison, usually three years (National Institute of Justice, 2014a).
Recidivism research: Study of risk factors that contribute to an individual engaging
in criminal behavior after release from prison.
Self-efficacy: “An internal locus of control expressed in a sense of mastery and
competence, the self-perceived capacity to use good judgment and exercise agency” (Liem,
2017, p. 94).
Specific Aim, Research Questions, and Hypotheses
The specific aim of this investigation was to assess the relationships between selfefficacy, participation in prison programs, and desistance. Because the data were
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anonymously collected, it is impossible to link a response to any participant, and impossible
to determine if a participant was re-incarcerated after release from prison. Therefore,
desistance was measured indirectly as the “perceived ability to live crime free.” To
accomplish this research aim, the following research questions were asked.
1.

What are the reported levels of self-efficacy, participation in prison programs,
and the perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison for Level
II inmates?

2.

What are the relationships between the type and amount of participation in
prison programs to enhance post-release skills and the perceived ability to live
crime free upon release from prison for Level II inmates?

3.

What are the relationships between self-efficacy, participation in prison
programs to enhance post-release skills, and the perceived ability to live crime
free upon release from prison for Level II inmates, when controlling for age
and race/ethnicity?

It was hypothesized that:
1.

Levels of perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison are
different based upon the type of programs completed.

2.

Levels of perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison are
different based upon the number of programs completed.

3.

As self-efficacy increases, perceived ability to live crime free upon release
from prison increases.

4.

Participation in prison programs is associated with greater perceived ability to
live crime free upon release from prison.
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Answering these research questions and hypotheses will increase our understanding
of the relationship between New Mexico prison programs and prisoners’ perceived ability to
live crime free upon release from prison. The findings can also inform policy makers in the
selection of future programs for New Mexico inmates.
Scope
Data for this study were collected using the NMCD Inmate Survey. The study
surveyed male inmates housed at six state-operated prisons in New Mexico (Pacheco et al.,
2016). In 2015, the survey was administered at the Penitentiary of New Mexico (PNM) in
Santa Fe; the Central New Mexico Correctional Facility (CNMCF) in Los Lunas; and the
Western New Mexico Correctional Facility (WNMCF) in Grants. Only inmates in Level II
housing participated during the 2015 survey administration. In 2016, the survey was
administered at the Southern New Mexico Correctional Facility (SNMCF) outside Las
Cruces; the Roswell Correctional Center (RCC) in Hagerman; and the Springer Correctional
Center (SCC) in Springer. Most participants in the 2016 survey were in Level II housing,
however, a small number of participants were in Levels III and IV housing (Pacheco et al.,
2016).
Privately-operated prisons were excluded from this study. Some housing units in the
state-operated prisons were excluded from the NMCD Inmate Study because the residents
were particularly vulnerable or may have been unable to give informed consent. These
excluded housing units were the CNMCF Mental Health Treatment Center, the Long-Term
Care Unit, the Geriatric Unit, and the high security Alternative Placement Area (Pacheco et
al., 2016). The researchers recruited 842 inmates for the study. A total of 627 inmates
participated: 589 in Level II, 25 in Level III, and 13 in Level IV (Pacheco et al., 2016).
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Assumptions
Assumptions. The following assumptions are inherent in this research.
1.

The sample represents the average male prisoner in New Mexico stateoperated prisons, in Level II housing.

2.

Participants answered questions honestly and factually. This is likely true
because no information was collected that would link a participant to an
individual survey.

3.

The survey items accurately measured the intended constructs.
Limitations

This research relies on the prisoners’ self-report for all of the survey data, with the
exception of two variables used in reporting demographics: (1) the facility at which the data
were collected (Facility), and (2) participants’ security level (Level). Using program
attendance records, instead of self-report, would have provided a more accurate measure of
program content received and duration of program attendance. Using recidivism data, instead
of self-reported optimism about post-release success, would have provided a quantitative
measure of post-release behavior, rather than an aspirational measure of intended behavior.
As such, this study can report factors associated with desistance, but this study cannot report
the relationship between those factors and recidivism.
Aspects of this study limit generalizability of the results to the entire adult prison
population in New Mexico. Only male inmates participated in the NMCD Inmate Survey.
Women inmates and men in private prisons were not included in the study. Participants in
high-security housing (Level III and Level IV) were excluded from the current study. The
NMCD Inmate Survey was administered only in English, which prevented additional
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otherwise-eligible prisoners from participating in the survey. Specific housing units were
excluded due the heightened vulnerability of these prisoners (Guerin, 2014), resulting in the
exclusion of prisoners with severe physical or mental health conditions.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Labor and confinement have not always been a part of American crime management.
In this chapter, I provide a history of prison programs, both nationally and in New Mexico.
To lay a foundation for understanding the study, I provide a review of the literature on selfefficacy and prison programs in the context of desistance research. A general description of
contemporary prison programs is followed by a detailed description of prison programs
offered in New Mexico. The applicability of the biopsychosocial model to desistance
research is shown, followed by how it serves an appropriate and useful theoretical framework
for the current study.
History of Prison Programs
The small communities of early American colonies did not confine criminals and did
not use labor as punishment. Offenders faced either immediate corporal punishment, such as
whipping post or branding, or received longer humiliation, as in the stocks or by scarlet
letter. Either way, punishment was always a public affair. Severity of punishment increased
with repeated offenses. Criminals who did not desist were ultimately banished or hanged
(Meskell, 1999).
As population density increased, public humiliation became less effective as a
deterrent. While the natural result might have been to hang or banish proportionately more
offenders, the success of the American Revolution and distaste for English harshness led to a
public desire to use the least punishment necessary to deter crime. Labor was introduced as a
lesser punishment (Meskell, 1999).
In 1786, Pennsylvania established a strict regime of hard labor for most crimes,
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retaining capital punishment only for treason and premeditated murder. The resulting surge
of convict laborers in the community led townsfolk to complain about laborers begging,
insulting the public, and corrupting idle boys with their talk (Meskell, 1999). The solution
was to take convict labor off the streets and make punishment a more private affair, leading
to America’s first prison (Meskell, 1999).
In 1790, the Pennsylvania legislature authorized the Walnut Street prison, which
provided solitary confinement and mandatory labor. Labor was excluded only for those
imprisoned for treason and premeditated murder. New York’s Newgate prison, built in 1796,
also made labor mandatory. Newgate’s first warden, Thomas Eddy, “encouraged religious
worship, established a night school, and tried to inculcate a sense of self-worth in the felons
through their labor” (Meskell, 1999, p. 849). Eddy also allowed inmates with good behavior
to share a portion of the profits from their labor (Meskell, 1999). Thus, labor, education, selfefficacy, and incentives have been a part of the rehabilitation process since the earliest
American prisons.
Although these prisons were initially seen as successes, the prisons garnered public
disapproval when severe overcrowding led to breakdown in security. Flogging was
reinstituted as a punishment. As legislatures pressured wardens to cover expenses, the prisons
became less about reform and more like “state-run slavery” (Meskell, 1999, p. 851). Riots
and chaos ensued. Newgate closed in 1828, and the Walnut Street finally closed in 1835
(Meskell, 1999).
Prison reformers, believing that criminals were created by poor social conditions,
wanted to isolate individual inmates from the negative influence of their prison peers
(Meskell, 1999). A short-lived model of solitary confinement without labor lasted for only
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two years before being rejected as a total failure, due to the high degree of mental hardship it
created. As a result, prison work was reinstituted (Meskell, 1999).
New York developed the “congregate system” at Auburn Penitentiary (Meskell, 1999,
p. 855). Inmates slept in solitary cells. They performed mandatory work in common areas in
strict silence with other prisoners during the day. The first warden, Elam Lynds, sought to
break the spirit of an inmate to make him an obedient, “silent and insulated working
machine” (Meskell, 1999, p. 856). The prison produced annual economic surpluses, and the
congregate system became the prison model for all states but Pennsylvania. Pennsylvania’s
Eastern State Penitentiary used solitary confinement, intended to allow prisoners to reflect on
their past wrongs, but made work and Bible-reading optional. Illiterate prisoners were taught
to read (Meskell, 1999). During this administration, the Eastern Penitentiary functioned so
well that the only fault inspectors found was that the legislature had not provided a separate
facility for inmates with mental illness (Meskell, 1999).
Contract prison labor became widely used in the 1830s. Under the contract system,
prisoners worked in prison shops making products for private companies. Profit goals
dominated as contractors exploited inmates for their labor (Meskell, 1999). Contraband
incentives were smuggled in and slower workers were punished as insubordinate (Meskell,
1999). The emphasis on profits led to severe overcrowding and the breakdown of security
(Meskell, 1999).
In 1876, the Elmira Reformatory was founded in New York in advancement of the
principle of “reformation, not vindictive suffering, as the purpose of penal treatment of
prisoners” (Meskell, 1999, p. 14). Elmira was a reform-oriented prison emphasizing
education and trade training, adopting principles from the Irish system of managing convicts
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(Meskell, 1999; Putney & Putney, 1962). The reform aimed at imposing middle-class
morality and Protestant work ethics on criminal-class men to produce “hard-working, lawabiding lower-class…Christian gentlemen” (Pisciotta, 1994, p. 4). Life skills training was a
part of the prison program. By the turn of the century, 20 institutions in 12 states followed
the Elmira model (Johnson et al., 2017; Meskell, 1999).
During this time, the territory of New Mexico had no prison. County jails held
offenders, unreliably, and only until the prisoners were sentenced. “Typical punishments
included forced labor in mines or on roads, corporal punishment, payment of fines,
confiscation of property, exile and—rarely—the death penalty” (Hilley, 1985, p. 2). In 1878,
as a result of numerous jail-breakers and offenders prematurely released, the New Mexico
legislature authorized the sending of prisoners to other states to serve hard-labor sentences
(Hilley, 1985). Prisoners were sent to Kansas and Nebraska. In 1884, Governor Lionel
Sheldon pushed the New Mexico legislature to fund a penitentiary in New Mexico,
explaining that the $10,000 per year spent to transport and house 65 prisoners out of state
could be put toward construction (Hilley, 1985, p. 30).
The New Mexico Territorial Penitentiary opened in 1885. It followed Auburn’s
congregate model (Torrez, 2018). Inmates worked together in silence and spent nights in
solitary cells. Inmates moved en masse walking in “lock step,” that is, with their right hand
on the right shoulder of the man ahead of him (Hilley, 1985, p. 40). The prison provided a
library, a chapel, pastoral services upon request, and an attending physician. With good
behavior, a prisoner could obtain “one ration of tobacco per week, and permission to write
and receive visitors once every four weeks” (Hilley, 1985, p. 40).
Brickmaking was the predominant industry at the prison, with the intention of

14

engaging prisoners in profitable labor (Hilley, 1985). In 1890, prison labor was used to
construct a hospital building to isolate contagious inmates from the general population.
Prison labor was also used to create a 4-acre garden, which supplied year-round produce for
the prison without cost to the territory (Hilley, 1985).
In 1889, “good time” was introduced, whereby prisoners could earn a sentence
reduction through good behavior (Hilley, 1985, p. 119). By 1891, the rule of silence and
walking in lock step was no longer enforced. In 1892, the prison population was 120 inmates
(Hilley, 1985, p. 105). In the following few years, the prison facility was expanded using
prison labor and penitentiary-made bricks. With the many construction projects, the warden
realized his goal of working inmates eight hours per day, which incidentally, made the prison
financially self-sufficient and was thought to prevent tedium from overcoming the mental
health of prisoners (Hilley, 1985).
In 1893, the new warden, Bergmann, introduced the manufacture of terra cotta pipe to
the prison industry. “In an effort to foster pride in the inmates’ surroundings, each week
Bergmann awarded a prize—one dollar—for the cleanest and best kept cell” (Hilley, 1985, p.
135). Prisoners kept busy with prison improvements, including the manufacture of sewer
pipe to replace the failing wooden system in place. No prisoners could remain idle. In the
1896 Report of the Governor of New Mexico, Governor Thorton called the penitentiary “the
pride of New Mexico” (as cited in Hilley, 1985, p. 138). Bergmann boasted that labor at the
penitentiary created new expert stone-cutters, bricklayers, carpenters, and photographers
(Hilley, 1985).
Nationally, few changes were made in the circumstances of prisoners until
professional administrators entered prison service in the 1930s. Administrators sought a more
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relaxed environment in which to rehabilitate prisoners. Courts also restricted the use of
authoritarian control strategies in prisons. Prisoners gained rights, particularly pertaining to
expression and association (Johnson et al., 2017). Correctional institutions emerged as a new
prison type in the 1940s and 1950s (Johnson et al., 2017). These facilities provided less
intensive discipline, more recreational privileges, expanded mail and visitation policies; and
more educational, vocational, and therapeutic programs. As a result of these changes,
prisoners were mostly in their cells or “engaged in some type of menial work” (Johnson et
al., 2017, p. 53).
Public desire for prisoner rehabilitation waned in the 1970s. Some felt that
rehabilitation was not possible without making corresponding changes in society by
addressing systematic inequities. Others felt that rehabilitation ignored the negative
consequences of crime on society. Victim’s rights groups wanted the emphasis to be on the
crime or victim, rather than on prisoner rehabilitation. Martinson (1974) reviewed and
summarized findings from rehabilitation literature published from 1945 to 1967. Martinson
concluded, “With few and isolated exceptions, the rehabilitative efforts that have been
reported so far have had no appreciable effect on recidivism” (p. 25). This “nothing works”
attitude struck a chord with opponents of rehabilitation and caused a shift in the correctional
system to emphasize retribution, deterrence, and incapacitation (Johnson et al., 2017).
Improved research methods, such as meta-analysis, have subsequently made
researchers better able to distinguish between strategies that do and do not reduce recidivism,
and, rebut the ‘nothing works’ findings of Martinson. For example, punishment-oriented
programs do not reduce recidivism. In a randomized study involving 14 program sites
nationwide, the one-year recidivism rate was higher among released inmates receiving
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intensive parole or probation supervision (37%) as compared to those receiving routine
supervision (33%; Petersilia & Turner, 1993).
In a meta-analysis of adult offender rehabilitation research published from 1950
through 2014, Lipsey (2019) found cognitive behavioral therapy or cognitive behavioral
therapy-like treatment, (d = 0.1247, SE = 0.061, p = 0.04); group work (d = 0.1970, SE =
0.062, p = 0.002); and counseling (individual, mixed, or mentoring, d = 0.1444, SE = 0.067,
p = 0.030) significantly reduced recidivism. Johnson et al. (2017) concluded, “the treatment
matters, as does the fit of the intervention with the deficits that are the focus of treatment” (p.
55). Based upon recidivism research, most prison systems now support offender
rehabilitation (Oleszkiewicz et al., 2018).
History of Prison Mental Health
Prison’s role in caring for persons with mental illness has varied through history. In
colonial times, incarceration served as the de facto public caretaker of persons with mental
illness. Individuals with mental illness who did not have family or friends to care for them
would end up homeless; or incarcerated, even without having committed a crime (Scott &
Falls, 2015).
The movement of mentally ill inmates to therapeutic settings began in 1957, when
Pennsylvania established a general hospital that accepted patients with mental illness (Scott
& Falls, 2015). As more such hospitals were built, increasing demand for treatment exceeded
capacity and mental hospitals faced overcrowding. At peak occupancy, in 1955, there were
56,000 psychiatric beds nationwide (Scott & Falls, 2015) serving a national U.S. population
of about 166 million (United States Census Bureau, 2000).
Hospital overcrowding and other social factors started a movement of patients with
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mental illness into the community. Advances in medicine made antipsychotic medications
available, allowing some psychiatric patients to be safely released from hospital care into the
community (Scott & Falls, 2015). In the 1960s, government programs began providing
federal dollars for individuals living in the community with mental illness (Scott & Falls,
2015). Changes in civil commitment laws made it more difficult for hospitals to admit
unwilling patients who might otherwise remain unaided in the community (Scott & Falls,
2015).
The influx of psychiatric patients into the community was followed by a reduction in
federal support. In 1981, President Reagan overturned the prior practice of federal funding
for those with mental illness living in the community. The increasing number of individuals
with mental illness living in the community without needed supports in place resulted in a
corresponding growth in the corrections population (Scott & Falls, 2015). In 2005, there were
more than three times the number of persons with serious mental illness housed in jails and
prisons than in hospitals, making the corrections system the nations’ largest mental health
institution (Torrey et al., 2010). The Bureau of Justice Statistics numbered the inmates in
state or federal prisons with a mental health problem at 705,600 (James & Glaze, 2006). By
2010, the number of state psychiatric beds was down to 43,000 nationwide (Torrey et al.,
2012, p. 5), while serving a national U.S. population that had reached 309 million, placing
further demand on prison services (United States Census Bureau, 2019).
In 2005, an estimated 56.2% of all state prisoners, as compared to 10.6% of adults
nationwide, met criteria for diagnosis of a mental health problem (James & Glaze, 2006).
That same year, almost 75% of state prisoners with a mental health problem also met criteria
for substance dependence or abuse (James & Glaze, 2006). In a survey of state prisoners,
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34% reported using drugs and 36% reported abusing alcohol at the time they had committed
their most recent offense (Beck, 2000). Among prisoners who met criteria for drug
dependence or use, 28% had participated in a drug treatment program since beginning their
current prison stay (Bronson et al., 2017).
Prison has re-emerged as the leading provider of residential care for persons with
mental illness. This underscores the importance of quality prison programs aimed at
stabilizing prisoners with mental illness and preparing them for reentry into the community.
Desistance Research
Self-efficacy and participation in prison programs are factors influencing desistance. I
will describe desistance and the variables that are measured in this study. Prison programs
will be first described generally, and then specific programs in New Mexico will be
described in more detail.
Desistance
Desistance research focuses on what causes criminal offenders to cease and abstain
from criminal behavior (Rocque, 2017). Desistance is the process of a convicted offender
disengaging from criminal behavior over time. In the 1980s, desistance research became a
separate area of study in criminology (Rocque, 2017).
Historically, researchers have used recidivism data to measure desistance. Desistance
was measured by the absence of re-arrest, re-conviction, re-sentencing, or re-incarceration.
Recidivism data may not accurately distinguish between former felons who persist in
criminal attitudes and those who are actively turning away from crime. In recidivism data,
active offenders who elude re-arrest would be assumed to be desisting. Conversely, former
felons who are actively turning away from a life of crime but who return to prison due to a
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technical parole violation, rather than from engaging in a new criminal act, would be
assumed to be persisting (Campbell, 2016). This fact is not inconsequential. In a study of
over 12,000 individuals released from prison, Ostermann (2015) reported about 20% had
their parole revoked due to a technical parole violation rather than a new conviction.
Nonetheless, recidivism statistics provide concrete measures of continued criminality,
that the indirect measure of criminal attitudes will not provide, especially when technical
parole violations are taken into consideration. Recidivism data were not used as the outcome
variable in the current study because recidivism data were unavailable. Instead, this research
relied on prisoners’ belief in their ability to live crime free upon release as an indirect
measure of desistance.
According to Burnett (2011), prisoners who are confident in their ability to live crime
free are more likely to succeed at that goal. In a study of 108 prisoners interviewed shortly
before discharge and twice post-discharge, 64% of inmates who were either definite or
optimistic about their ability to “go straight” (desist) after release, reported having desisted
from crime at follow-up, while only 9% of inmates who were pessimistic or skeptical about
their ability to go straight reported having desisted (Burnett, 2011, p. 152).
Age and Desistance
One of the most widely accepted facts about desistance is the age distribution of
crime, known as the age-crime curve. The age-crime curve shows that the prevalence of
offending peaks between the ages of 15 to 19 and declines in the 20s (National Institute of
Justice, 2014a). To be clear, it is not the number of criminal acts by each individual that
peaks in the teens and declines in the late 20s, rather, the curve represents the prevalence of
individuals in an age cohort who are engaged in unlawful behaviors. As a group, individuals
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aged 15 to 24 years represent the segment of the population with the highest rate of
participation in crime (Rocque, 2017).
Researchers were aware of a relationship between age and crime as early as 1831.
That year, Quetelet declared that age influences crime (Rocque, 2017). As Quetelet (1984)
explained, “Intellectual and moral development lags behind the development of physical
strength and passions, and it tends to moderate the propensity for crime” (Abstract, para. 1).
Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) asserted that “no fact about crime is more widely accepted by
criminologists” (p. 552) than the age distribution of crime. While age has long been
recognized as a leading predictor of desistance, it was not until neurobiology entered
desistance research that desistance became linked to brain development.
In a seminal report, Steinberg (2008) explained the heightened risk-taking of
adolescents in terms of brain development. According to dual systems theory, development
of the brain’s socio-emotional system begins abruptly, around the time of puberty, and drives
increased reward-seeking. Gradually, over the course of adolescence, the brain’s cognitive
control system increases the capacity for self-regulation into the mid-20s. During the period
between puberty and mid-20s, when the reward-seeking drive is high and before cognitive
control fully matures, an individual is at heightened risk of risky and reckless behavior.
Steinberg (2008) acknowledged that biological, psychological, and contextual (i.e. social)
perspectives are all potentially informative levels of analysis on psychopathology.
Steinberg’s theory continues to inform current research on brain development and risky
behavior (Dohmen et al., 2018).
Social history points to why age is considered a biological factor, rather than
sociological factor, in desistance. In the 18th century, social maturity came at an earlier age
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than it does today (Arnett, 1998). Marriage and employment have traditionally been
considered markers of transition into adulthood. In earlier American history, people often
married, and took employment to support their families while still in their teens (Arnett,
1998). In modern society, extended education, the availability of effective contraception, and
changing social norms have contributed to the lengthening of adolescence from the previous
10-19 years of age, to the current 10-24 years of age (Sawyer et al., 2018). If social
influences were the main contributor to the age-crime curve, then we would expect the agecrime curve to have lengthened along with the modern shift in age of adulthood. However,
the age-crime curve, including the peak age of crime, has remained constant from the 19th
century to today. For these reasons, this project takes the perspective that age is primarily a
biological, rather than social factor in desistance.
Self-Efficacy and Desistance
The concept of self-efficacy was developed by Bandura as part of social learning
theory. Self-efficacy operates in a framework of human agency and is the belief that oneself
is capable of organizing and accomplishing a given goal (Bandura, 1977), and is important in
maintaining resilience when facing challenges (Van Tol, 2017). In the context of criminal
desistance, Liem (2017) defined self-efficacy as “an internal locus of control expressed in a
sense of mastery and competence, the self-perceived capacity to use good judgment and
exercise agency” (p. 94).
To better understand the factors of post-release success, Liem and Garcin (2014)
conducted semi-structured, life-history interviews with 64 men who had served a life
sentence for homicide and been released from prison. The study compared the narratives of
those who remained in the community to those who had returned to prison. The researchers
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found that self-efficacy was a more important factor in post-release desistence than the social
supports of family and employment. Indeed, most participants from both groups were not in
contact with their family, and felt that their “family members had given up on them” (Liem
& Garcin, 2014, p. 809). The importance of self-efficacy is reflected in the fact that twothirds of the non-incarcerated participants emphasized “they were able to stay out because
they took control over their lives after release” (Liem & Garcin, 2014, p. 813). In contrast,
re-incarcerated participants did not see themselves as “active agents in their own lives”
(Liem & Garcin, 2014, p. 813). This is despite the fact that participants who remained on
parole had higher rates of unemployment (17%) than the participants who had become reincarcerated (8%; Liem & Garcin, 2014, p. 806).
Liem and Richardson (2014) compared the life narratives of a similar population of
released offenders. Consistent with prior research, Liem and Richardson (2014) found a
strong sense of self-efficacy to be a key difference between the groups. Those who had
returned to prison exhibited an external locus of control, while those who remained out of
prison exhibited a sense of individual agency (Liem & Richardson, 2014). Many who were
re-incarcerated felt they were “unable to overcome the structural disadvantages that faced
them” (Liem, 2017, p. 93), indicating a low sense of self-efficacy.
In a study involving 281 Australian offenders released on probation or parole,
Woldgabreal et al. (2016) found offenders were less likely to be re-imprisoned during the 12
months following release if the offenders reported higher levels of psychological flexibility
(β = ̶ 0.39, SE = .07, p < 0.001), general self-efficacy (β = ̶ 0.39, SE = .07, p < .001), or hope
(β = ̶ 0.30, SE = .07, p < .001).
Self-efficacy also plays a role in prison program participation. In a study examining
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predictors of participation in prison education, efficacy beliefs of writing ability was higher
in prisoners participating in prison education (M = 148.08, SD = 45.5, t = 3.04, p < 0.01)
compared to those who did not participate in education (M = 134.86, SD = 53.11; Jones et
al., 2013). Actual reading speed and spelling skills did not predict efficacy beliefs (Jones et
al., 2013).
Prison Programs and Desistance
As noted earlier, labor, life skills, and the development of self-efficacy have been part
of the American prison system since its beginning (Meskell, 1999). Prison programs serve
multiple beneficial functions. Prison programs reduce the demands on prison security (Duwe,
2017). Prisoners experience less tedium as they engage in structured activities (Drake &
Fumia, 2017). Prison programs can help prepare inmates for more successful community
reentry (Lattimore & Barrick, 2016). The New Mexico Corrections Department provides
programs in the areas of job skills, life skills, education, and mental health.
Job Skills and Desistance
Prison jobs skills programs provide opportunities for inmates to develop general
employment skills and skills specific to certain jobs and industries (National Institute of
Justice, 2014b). Program experience may be on-the-job training in such trades as forestry and
firefighting (California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation, 2019). Prisons may
also offer programs that culminate in obtaining credentials and certificates recognized in
industry (National Institute of Justice, 2014b). Prison industries provide a more general
hands-on work experience that helps to acclimate the prisoner to the responsibilities of daily
employment (National Institute of Justice, 2014b).
Prison job skills programs can increase individuals’ sense of pride and self-efficacy
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(Drake & Fumia, 2017; Smith et al., 2018). Job skills training is associated with desistance.
Pompoco et al. (2017) found that inmates completing a vocational training or apprenticeship
had 4.2% fewer prison returns within 3 years (training completed, 27.1%; no training
completed, 31.2%, p ≤ .01;).
Job Skills Programs in New Mexico. Bob Williams, Supervisor of Education at
Central New Mexico Correctional Facility, provided information about the NMCD prison
programs. State-operated prisons in New Mexico offer several types of voluntary job-skills
training programs: career technical education, inmate work camp, corrections industries, and
pre-release classes. Inmates must be a low security risk, i.e., Level I or II housing, and they
must have a high school equivalency or be co-enrolled in education classes (B. Williams,
personal communication, December 3, 2018).
Career Technical. NMCD policy requires career technical education to meet several
conditions. The technical skills must be in career fields in demand in New Mexico that yield
livable entry level wages. Training must lead to an “industry-recognized credential or
certificate” and be taught by certified educators or professionals with industry-specific
license or certification (New Mexico Corrections Department, 2017a, Policy section, para.
A.4.). Career technical programs must use curricula consistent with the U.S. Department of
Labor, Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (Kane et al., 1990; New
Mexico Corrections Department, 2017a). Accessibility accommodations are made for
inmates with special needs, including learning disabilities (New Mexico Corrections
Department, 2017a).
All the career technical programs offered by NMCD are accredited by the National
Center for Construction Education & Research or through a local college (B. Williams,
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personal communication, December 3, 2018). Examples of career-technical programs offered
by NMCD include automotive technology, barbering, carpentry, computer technology,
culinary arts, electrical technology, publishing specialist, wind energy technology; and
heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC; B. Williams, personal communication,
December 3, 2018).
Inmate Work Camp. NMCD has an inmate work camp for training inmates in
forestry and firefighting. Inmates learn skills and pass exams to earn certification in these
careers. They perform their trained roles through on-the-job work experience. Released
inmates are permitted to compete for jobs upon release (B. Williams, personal
communication, December 3, 2018).
Correction Industries. The Correction Industries Division provides inmate work
training to “develop marketable skills, instill and promote positive work ethics, minimize
inmate idleness and reduce the tax burden of the Corrections Department” (New Mexico
Corrections Department, 2013, p. 22) In compliance with the state Corrections Industries
Act, NMCD Corrections Industries will find work activities for inmates that contribute to the
community. At any given time, the Corrections Industries Division manages an average of
350 inmates in 26 programs located in eight facilities statewide (New Mexico Corrections
Department, 2017b).
The Corrections Industries Division sells services to public and not-for-profit
agencies. Inmates create and refurbish office and library furniture, auditorium seating,
modular office furniture systems, and outdoor metal benches. The enterprise sells soft goods
and textiles, including pants, clothing, bedding, mattresses, towels, aprons, canvas totes, and
custom designed shirts and uniforms. It also sells cleaning supplies, such as brooms, mops,
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brushes, plastic bags, cleansers, lotions, sanitizers, and degreasers (New Mexico Corrections
Department, n.d.-a). Products that are not created by prison workers are purchased and
repackaged by inmates for sale to public agencies (B. Williams, personal communication,
December 3, 2018). Participation in these work activities helps prisoners develop soft work
skills, such as communication, initiative, and self-regulation, which can translate into useful
generic job skills (Hirsch, 2017).
Pre-Release Classes Pre-release programs focus directly on employment soft skills,
including such topics as how to job search, how to keep a job, personal responsibility, and
issues related to sexual harassment (B. Williams, personal communication, December 3,
2018). In a survey of 168 metropolitan employers, the five most important skills sought in
entry-level job applicants were the soft skills of integrity/honesty, following instructions,
respect for others, punctuality, and reading with understanding (Ju et al., 2012). Employers
perceive released prisoners who have participated in vocational and life skills programs as
having better basic skills, thinking skills, and personal qualities than ex-offenders who have
not participated in prison programs (Cerda et al., 2019).
Life Skills and Desistance
Life skills training helps inmates acquire positive social skills they can use in
developing more appropriate relationships with family, friends, and coworkers (Mowen &
Visher, 2016). Life skills programs provide skill development in the areas of relationships,
parenting, resiliency, and attitudes. Mowen and Visher (2016) measured inmates’ quality of
family relationships pre- and post-release. At post-test, inmates who received parenting
classes had greater improvements in family relationships (family interactions, β = 2.51, SD =
1.31, p < .05, family emotional support, β = 2.56 units greater, SD = 1.32, p < .05) than those
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who did not participate in parenting classes (Mowen & Visher, 2016).
Life Skills Programs in New Mexico. The NMCD offers several types of life skills
programs. The programs include cognitive behavioral strategies, faith-based support,
parenting and relationship, reentry education, and community volunteer support groups.
Cognitive Behavioral Strategies. These behavioral programs in the life-skills content
area are structured, guided programs but are not psychotherapy (B. Williams, personal
communication, December 3, 2018). The programs help participants recognize their own
destructive behavior patterns and develop pro-social thinking habits (New Mexico
Corrections Department, 2020). Prison peers in the group can recognize inconsistencies
between a prisoner’s self-report and their behavior observed in the milieu. Challenges to
inconsistent statements, made in the spirit of cooperative social development, can help
prisoners recognize and acknowledge their own destructive behaviors and thinking habits (B.
Williams, personal communication, December 3, 2018).
Breaking Barriers is a brief cognitive program completed over the span of two weeks
(B. Williams, personal communication, December 3, 2018). It consists of 17 training
modules designed to help inmates make positive changes (B. Williams, personal
communication, December 3, 2018; Instar Performance, 2018). Each module reinforces
concepts and skills developed in previous modules. The facilitator-led course focuses on
personal accountability as the foundation for new thinking skills and ways to live (Instar
Performance, n.d.). The program is intended as a pre-course to Moral Reconation Therapy
(B. Williams, personal communication, December 3, 2018).
Charting a New Course is a cognitive program addressing the individual’s lack of
responsibility, personal accountability, and other barriers to responsible decision-making
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(Truthought LLC, 2011). This facilitator-led course engages inmates in reflecting on
consequences and practicing problem-solving aimed at modifying behavior. It is a structured,
guided program, but it is not psychotherapy (B. Williams, personal communication,
December 3, 2018). Charting a New Course involves written and role-playing exercises
(Truthought LLC, 2020). The program literature provides 110 group exercises involving the
topics of closed thinking, victim role, self-image, reckless attitudes, instant gratification, fear
of “losing face,” power control, possessive attitude, and superior uniqueness (Truthought
LLC, 2011, p. 3).
Moral Reconation Therapy is a 100-hour program involving a 12- to 16-step approach
to improving moral reasoning. Through individual assignments to be discussed in group,
participants are encouraged to confront negative attitudes about self and relationships,
develop morally responsible behavior, develop self-esteem, and increase their capacity to
delay gratification (Little & Robinson, 1988). The exit goal is for inmates to choose moral
goals, focused on how they live their lives, with concern for the welfare and general concerns
of others (Townsend, 2017, p. 6).
Moral Reconation Therapy Domestic Violence has the same design as Moral
Reconation Therapy, but is specifically tailored for the needs of domestic abuse offenders
(Correctional Counseling Inc., n.d.). Program completion requires 160 hours of participation
(B. Williams, personal communication, December 3, 2018). In a meta-analysis of 33 studies
with 30,259 participants, researchers found that Moral Reconation Therapy reduced
recidivism with an overall effect size of r = 0.16 (Ferguson & Wormith, 2012, p. 1076).
However, Ferguson and Wormith acknowledged that 59% of the effect sizes reported in the
literature were from studies conducted by the Moral Reconation Therapy developers rather
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than from studies reported in independent peer-reviewed journals.
Faith-Based Support. In the Crossings Program, community volunteers lead a
scripture-based course to help inmates turn their lives around (First United Methodist
Church, 2018). Inmates in this program live in religious housing units (B. Williams, personal
communication, December 3, 2018). The program supports spiritual growth and
accountability for developing positive social relationships (Lea County Correctional Facility,
2013). The program addresses such topics as substance abuse, life skills, spiritual issues, and
social values (Lea County Correctional Facility, 2013). At Roswell Correctional Center,
Crossings follows a six-month cycle with five months of classes, four nights per week,
followed by graduation. In 2017, Roswell Correctional Center reported that inmates had
achieved 28 Crossings Program milestone certificates during the year (New Mexico
Corrections Department, 2017b).
Parenting and Relationship Skills. The NMCD offers programs in the areas of
family reunification and reentry skills. Family reunification courses focus on family literacy,
parenting skills, and meeting family obligations during incarceration, using the Fathers as
Readers and the InsideOut Dad programs (New Mexico Corrections Department, 2020).
The Fathers as Readers program was initiated in 2000, at Southern New Mexico
Correctional Facility. The program aims to develop the parenting skills of an incarcerated
father (Baker, 2004). In the program, an inmate selects an age-appropriate book for his child
and then practices reading the book. When ready, a teacher or volunteer records the inmate
reading the book (Oliver, 2011). The book and recording are sent to the inmate’s child
(Baker, 2004). This program promotes positive parent-child relationships and supports
reunification skills (Oliver, 2011). In some cases, an inmate will author and illustrate the
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book he is recorded reading for his child (Oliver, 2011). Fathers as Readers has been offered
at five out of six correctional facilities included in the current study. Recidivism outcomes
for participants in the Fathers as Readers program have not been published.
The InsideOut Dad program was being used at the time of data collection at the
prisons. The program was organized into 12 facilitated group sessions to engage prisoners in
the topics of spirituality, emotions, being a man, relationships, fathering, parenting,
discipline, child development, and fathering from inside prison (National Fatherhood
Initiative, n.d.). The program aimed at improving antisocial attitudes, inadequate family
relationships, anger management, and lack of empathy (National Fatherhood Initiative, n.d.).
In a study with 413 New Jersey prisoners, researchers found that graduation from the sixweek InsideOut Dad® program, significantly increased parenting confidence (M = 2.42, SD =
.402 vs. M = 2.53, SD = .391, F(1,161) = 4.12, p < 0.05), and positive attitudes about child
behavior (M = 3.86, SD = .401 vs. M = 3.90, SD = .468, F(1,167) = 5.97, p < 0.05; Block et
al., 2014, p. 58). Recidivism outcomes for the InsideOut Dad® program participants have not
been reported. Since data collection, the NMCD replaced this program with the 48-hour,
Moral Reconation Parenting program (B. Williams, personal communication, December 3,
2018).
Reentry Education. Reentry education is provided to all New Mexico inmates who
are within six months of release (New Mexico Legislative Finance Committee, 2018). The
Making the Right Turn to Reentry program was offered at every NMCD prison at the time
the data were collected for the NMCD Inmate Survey. The program takes between 14 and 20
hours to complete. Program topics include education, employment, family, housing,
identification, life skills, money management, parole, and transportation (New Mexico
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Corrections Department, 2020). Since the NMCD Inmate Survey data collection, the reentry
program has been upgraded to the 100-hour, Starting Out program (B. Williams, personal
communication, December 3, 2018).
Community Volunteer Support Groups. In addition to the formal programs offered,
the NMCD facilitates volunteers for parenting programs, Alcoholics Anonymous, Narcotics
Anonymous, and faith-based mentoring for inmates who wish to participate in these social
supports (New Mexico Corrections Department, 2019a).
Education and Desistance.
Prisoners are undereducated as compared to community adults (Duwe, 2017).
Prisoners are three times less likely than household adults to have a high school diploma or
equivalency (Duwe, 2018). Greenberg et al. (2007) conducted a national assessment of
inmate literacy, assessing achievement in prose literacy, (i.e., understanding and using
information from continuous text, such as brochures); document literacy, (i.e., understanding
and using information from non-continuous text, such as job applications and food labels);
and quantitative literacy, (i.e., identifying and using numbers to perform computations such
as balancing a checkbook or calculating a tip). In the study, 39% of prison inmates were
unable to perform simple and everyday quantitative literacy tasks as compared to 20% of
adults in the community (Greenberg et al., 2007). Only 2-3% of prison inmates were
proficient in prose, document, and quantitative literacy, as compared to 13-14% of
community adults (Greenberg et al., 2007).
Prison education programs focus largely on developing the adult basic education
skills used to earn a high school equivalency certificate. Basic adult education classes are
typically attended on prison grounds. College classes are usually attended online. However,
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in the Harvard University Prison Studies Project Behind Bars, prison courses have been
taught on-site with full academic credit (Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 2017). In the Cornell
Prison Education Program, classes meet once a week within the prison facilities for 15 weeks
per semester (Cornell Prison Education Program, 2019). Cornell University waives tuition
for 100 men in this program each year from Auburn and Cayuga prisons in New York State
(Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 2017).
Education is linked to desistance. In a meta-analysis of correctional education
programs, Bozick et al. (2018) found that inmates who participated in educational programs
were 28% less likely to recidivate. Pompoco et al. (2017) compared return-to-prison rates of
men who did and did not participate in Ohio prison reentry programs. Prisoners had reduced
recidivism at 36 months, for either a new crime or a parole violation, if they completed a
college class (5.6% decrease, p ≤ 0.05), or completed a high school equivalency certificate
(6.1% decrease, p ≤ 0.01; Pompoco et al., 2017).
Kim and Clark (2013) used propensity score matching to compare re-arrest rates of
released inmates who had completed a college program while in prison to released inmates
who were qualified but had not entered a college program. Matched offenders who did not
participate in a college program had a re-arrest rate 1.8 times higher than those who had
completed a one-year college certificate, an associate degree, or a bachelor's degree (Kim &
Clark, 2013).
Education Programs in New Mexico. Less than 50% of men entering a New
Mexico prison arrive with a high school diploma (B. Williams, personal communication,
December 3, 2018). The New Mexico Inmate Literacy Act requires inmates without a high
school level education to enroll in classes to earn a high school equivalency. Inmates are
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assessed for educational and special needs within one week of arrival at a prison facility
(Salazar, 2016). To be eligible, an inmate will have 18 months or more remaining on their
sentence, do not already have a high school diploma or equivalent, and are not exempted
from the program due to a medical, developmental, or learning disability (NM § 33-11-3).
Eligible inmates must participate in the education program for at least 90 days (Salazar,
2016). Inmates may voluntarily withdraw from the program after 90 days, but by doing so,
they become ineligible to work for money or to earn meritorious deduction (e.g. days reduced
from their sentence; NM § 33-11-3).
Instruction occurs in a classroom with one-on-one instruction or in small groups. It
may be delivered by community volunteers, peer tutors, computer-aided instructions, and
educational television (New Mexico Corrections Department, 2020). In fiscal year 2015,
64% of eligible prisoners had earned a high school equivalency certificate, and 34%
completed adult basic education (New Mexico Legislative Finance Committee, 2017).
Post-Secondary Education. Inmates who possess or obtain a high school diploma or
equivalency are encouraged to continue in post-secondary education (Salazar, 2016). College
courses are completed through mailed correspondence, classroom instruction, closed-server,
and distance learning (New Mexico Corrections Department, n.d.-b). The NMCD provides
access to college courses from Eastern New Mexico University, Luna Community College,
and Mesalands Community College, leading to associate degrees and vocational certificates.
Available courses vary by prison facility but all low security-risk inmates in the state can
participate in college courses via Eastern New Mexico University’s online program at
Roswell. Students may pursue college education at other accredited institutions if they are
self-funded. In fiscal year 2015-2016, 30 inmates were enrolled in post-secondary
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preparation (Salazar, 2016).
In an undated report, the New Mexico Legislative Finance Committee reported a 12%
reduction in recidivism over six years post-release for every $600 spent on education per
inmate (New Mexico Legislative Finance Committee, 2017). In 2010, the Director of
Education at Central New Mexico Correctional Facility analyzed the savings created by lump
sum awards earned by inmates completing educational programs. A lump sum award reduces
the time remaining on a prisoner’s sentence (New Mexico Corrections Department, 2018b).
The director found a $1 million cost avoidance because of prisoners earning early release for
completion of programs that cost $970,000 that year to run (B. Williams, personal
communication, December 3, 2018). In the NMCD Inmate Survey, 22.7% reported having
received education services.
Mental Health and Desistance
Prison mental health programs use psychiatric and psychotherapeutic interventions to
improve inmate skills in the areas of attitudes, social skills, and overall daily functioning.
Inmates with severe mental health needs may be placed in an in-prison mental health
hospital. Individual therapy is normally reserved for “more psychiatrically disturbed inmates,
and focuses on symptom reduction and adaptation to the prison environment” (Matejkowski
et al., 2014, p. 17). Group therapy typically addresses specific issues, such as anger,
addiction, stress management, and problem-solving (Matejkowski et al., 2014).
Inmates who complete a substance abuse program have fewer new arrests after
release. In a study of 11,000 Florida prisoners, Scaggs et al. (2016) found prisoners who
successfully completed a substance abuse program had significantly fewer arrests for any
crime type within one year (-5.7%, p < 0.0001), within two years (-7.2%, p < 0.001), and
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within three years (-5.3%, p < 0.01) following release, as compared to prisoners who did not
participate in a substance abuse program.
Long-term desistance has been attributed to prison-based drug treatment for male
inmates. Olson and Lurigio (2014) compared 1,501 graduates of a prison-based drug
treatment program to 2,858 matched inmates who were not program graduates. The
researchers found after seven years’ post-release, program participants had a 15% lower
likelihood of recidivism (Olson & Lurigio, 2014, p. 600).
Mental Health Programs in New Mexico. Sharon Harris, Supervisor of Mental
Health at Central New Mexico Correctional Facility, provided information about the NMCD
mental health programs. The NMCD Bureau of Behavioral Health Services uses a
biopsychosocial approach to support the cognitive and emotional wellbeing of prison inmates
(New Mexico Corrections Department, 2019a). The NMCD provides three modalities of
mental health interventions: mental health therapeutic community (MHTC), group therapy,
and individual therapy. Most of the group and individual psychotherapy occurs within the
MHTC, largely because of the stigma, in the general prison population, associated with
seeking mental health support. While every prisoner has the right to ask for mental health and
psychiatric services, few from the general population housing make this request (S. Harris,
personal communication, December 11, 2018). Harris estimated that 20-25% of inmates in
Level II housing receive unofficial referrals from a cell mate or corrections officer (S. Harris,
personal communication, December 11, 2018). Sometimes the referred inmate will reject any
help, but many times the help is well-received by the inmate, and the help works (S. Harris,
personal communication, December 11, 2018).
Mental Health Therapeutic Community (MHTC). In-patient hospitalization is

36

provided at Central New Mexico Correctional Facility. Inmates from other New Mexico
prisons who need this treatment may be referred by a psychiatrist to transfer to this unit. Inpatient stays vary in length according to patient need, often ranging from 6 weeks to 4
months. About 2% stay in the MHTC until release from prison. If released from prison while
in-patient, NMCD assists with finding the patient appropriate housing (S. Harris, personal
communication, December 11, 2018).
The MHTC has four housing pods, with each pod consisting of 20 inmates (S. Harris,
personal communication, December 11, 2018). An acute pod is available for inmates
severely affected by mental illness. These patients have limited ability to engage in daily
prison activities and do not participate in group therapy. Instead, they receive individual and
recreational therapies. Inmates in the three other sub-acute pods may participate in group
therapy. When patients improve and it becomes appropriate for them to join the prison
general population, they are transferred to another prison. A transfer is done so that they may
avoid bearing the stigma of having received mental health treatment (S. Harris, personal
communication, December 11, 2018).
Group Therapy. Group therapy is conducted in the common area of the pods. Each
group runs for 10 weeks before the topic rotates to another pod. The group topics are
cognitive behavioral therapy/anger management, substance abuse, and resilience, and
reentry. Groups are facilitated by psychotherapists who use training materials from PESI Inc.
or the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. The resilience group
focuses on the psychological aspects of returning to the community, such as emotionally
surviving the transition, maintaining motivation, and feeling capable of meeting obstacles.
The reentry group focuses on the practical topics, such as what living in the modern free
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community is like, keeping appointments with your parole officer, the price of gasoline, how
to read a bus map, and the current cost of rent (S. Harris, personal communication, December
11, 2018).
Individual Therapy. Individual therapy is available for prisoners who need additional
mental health support. This includes those who need medication to treat psychiatric
conditions, such as psychotic illness and depression (Fazel et al., 2016).
Theoretical Framework
Criminologist Michael Rocque published the first book devoted entirely to theories
and research of criminal desistance (Rocque, 2017). In this book, Rocque critiqued the field
of desistance research, commenting, “Instead of killing off those [theories] that do not enjoy
a particularly high degree of empirical or even logical support, the field just continues to pile
on theories, which often are just slightly altered versions of those that already exist” (p. 9).
Silos within the plethora of theories focus on limited sets of predictors while rejecting
valuable predictors from other theories. Bersani and Doherty (2018) criticized the
compartmentalization of desistance research of subjective (i.e. psychological) factors from
structural (i.e. social) factors. Indeed, there is even a separate area of desistance theory
considered “pure age or biological,” excluding both psychological and social influences on
desistance (Rocque, 2017).
While some theorists express the value of having desistance theories compete headto-head until one is left standing (Rocque, 2017), most desistance theorists acknowledge the
need for integration of the various predictors in a model of desistance from crime (Farrall et
al., 2011; Rocque, 2017). This study used the biopsychosocial model of health to situate the
study variables in the biological, psychological, and social factors of desistance.
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The biopsychosocial model of health provides a key perspective in the analysis of
health and illness (Ogden, 2012). The conceptual framework was developed by Engel (2012)
to address the perceived limitations in the biomedical model of disease. The biopsychosocial
model includes psychological and social factors in wellness, in addition to the biological
factors already addressed by the biomedical model. The model acknowledges that an
individual can be affected at various levels of organization ranging from the molecular level
to as complex as the levels of our national society and biosphere (Engel, 2017). These levels
“encompass the gamut of social, cultural, and psychological processes” that “influence
susceptibility to disease and requirements for individual care” (Engel, 2017, p. 3).
Disturbances at any level can affect any other system level, and individuals can respond
differently to similar disrupting circumstances depending on their personal history (Engel,
2017).
Gove (1985) was the first desistance theorist to articulate the value of integrating
biological, psychological, and societal factors into a model of desistance. This
biopsychosocial perspective on human behavior takes into account an offender’s personal,
environmental, and maturational factors. Gove (1994) emphasized that endogenous,
physiological reinforcement could serve to reinforce either criminal or pro-social behaviors.
Rocque (2017) presented an integrated theory of desistance, arguing that “the
perspectives are not fundamentally incompatible” (p. 165). Rocque (2017) proposed that the
various theories contribute to the understanding of desistance and represent domains of
maturation in the process of desistance. As viewed through a biopsychosocial lens, Rocque’s
cognitive/neurological maturation domain represents biological factors, and is tied to
maturation of the prefrontal cortex of the brain. The psychosocial/personality and
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identity/cognitive transformation maturation domains represent psychological factors,
including attitudes towards self and criminal behavior. The citizenship/civic and social role
maturation domains represent social factors, and include the quality of social relationships,
educational milestones, and employment satisfaction (Rocque, 2017).
This research used the biopsychosocial model as a framework because of its ability to
support integration of recognized predictors of desistance (Figure 2-1).

Figure 2-1. Engle’s biopsychosocial model as adapted for this research (1980, 2012).
Biological Influences
Desistance researchers have explored the influence of biological maturation to better
understand desistance. Researchers have come to realize that the biological maturation
component of desistance is primarily brain development. The prefrontal cortex of the human
brain completes development at about 24 years of age (Arain et al., 2013). The frontal lobes
modulate impulsivity, and are implicated in planned behavior and developing long-term
goals (Gur, 2005). Maturation of the prefrontal cortex improves cognitive functioning and
reasoning ability (National Institute of Justice, 2014c). This research used biological age as a
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measure of biological influence on desistance.
Psychological Influences
Psychology involves the study of the mind, including consciousness, cognitions,
emotions, perceptions, motivation, and behavior (Matsumoto, 2009). Psychological wellbeing is linked to physical health, biological regulation, and neurochemistry (Ryff, 2014).
Subjective well-being is associated with increased survival (Martín-María et al., 2017).
Desistance researchers have explored the contributions of identity, individual change, human
agency and self-efficacy, decision-making, personality traits, antisocial behavior, goals,
personal narratives, and autonomy on desistance.
Self-efficacy is a psychological construct and an important factor in desistance (Liem,
2017). It is confidence in one’s ability to effectuate a target outcome (Bandura, 1997).
Efficacy beliefs influence what people choose to do, how much effort they exert, their
strength of perseverance in overcoming barriers, and how much they will ultimately
accomplish (Bandura, 1977). In desisting, released prisoners face challenges to their will to
conform to societal expectations (Liem, 2017). In a qualitative study involving 68 American
homicide offenders who had completed their sentences, Liem (2017) found that “those who
were able to stay out [of prison] demonstrated a strong sense of self-efficacy, while those
who were re-incarcerated lacked such a sense of voluntary action” (p. 97). This research used
self-efficacy as a measure of psychological influence on desistance.
Social Influences
Social influences affect desistance (Abeling-Judge, 2016). Desistance models have
identified social factors of desistance: peer influence, family influence, rewards and
punishments, imitation, social roles and contexts, social redemption, social values, shaming,
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social maturity, social learning, and intimate bonding.
An individual’s bond of attachment to others and institutions, involvement in
conventional activities, commitment to lawful pursuits that might be jeopardized by unlawful
conduct, and belief in the moral validity of societal norms, explain why an individual would
conform to societal norms rather than succumb to gratification derived from criminal
behavior (Hirschi, 2014). Families provide an important social control in socialization of the
youth and is relevant in patterns of criminal offending (Schroeder, 2015). In research
exploring the relationship between parenting and the risk for delinquency, Simons et al.
(2007) found that greater monitoring and consistency of discipline by primary caregivers of
children decreased a child’s conduct problems (r = ̶ .27, p < .05), reduced the child’s low
self-control (r = ̶ .20, p < .05), and lowered the child’s acceptance of deviant behavior by
their peers (r = ̶ .13, p < .05). Simons et al. (2007) reported that hostility and rejecting
disciplinary practices were associated with an increase in conduct problems (r = .27, p < .05),
reduction in self-control (r = .16, p < .05), and increase in enduring feelings of anger and
frustration (r = .20, p < .05) of the child.
Schools provide another primary agent for socialization. Social bonds developed in
this institution are also linked to offending (Schroeder, 2015). In research that compared
adolescent delinquency based on enrollment in college-preparatory education track versus
non-college preparatory track, Crosnoe (2002) found no significant difference in likelihood
that a student from either track associated with delinquents. However, students in a noncollege-preparatory track who had delinquent friends were significantly more likely to
engage in delinquent behavior (unstandardized parameter estimate = .16, p < .001), while
college-preparatory track students with delinquent friends were no more likely to engage in
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delinquent behavior a year later (Crosnoe, 2002).
Former prisoners with stronger appropriate social bonds have lower recidivism rates.
Brunton-Smith and McCarthy (2017) reported significantly lower recidivism at 1 year (β
= -0.25, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001) and at 2 years (β = -0.14, SE = 0.06, p < 0.01) post-release
among former inmates (n = 2,617) who had reported improvement in family attachment
during their incarceration.
Smith (2017) conducted a meta-analysis of prison programs through the lens of Social
Bond Theory. In analyzing 40 unique data sets, Smith (2017) reported that in 58% of the
prison programs, participation significantly lowered the odds of recidivism. This research
used prison programs aimed at preparing prisoners for reentry as a measure of social
influence on desistance.
Utility of the Biopsychosocial Model
The literature supports the biopsychosocial model as a suitable framework for this
study. The biopsychosocial model is compatible with prominent competing theories of
desistance that each provide important predictors (Rocque, 2017). Age is a biological factor,
and is associated with neurobiological development. Self-efficacy is a psychological
construct, and is associated with the ability to accomplish goals. And, participation in prison
programs is a social influence, aimed at preparing prisoners for successful reentry into the
community. Because desistance is the process of turning away from criminality, perceived
ability to live crime free upon release from prison is used as a measure of desistance. The
biopsychosocial model was used as the framework to examine the factors contributing to
perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison.
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Summary
This chapter discussed the development of prison programs in the United States and
New Mexico. Labor was introduced as a punishment when population density increased and
public humiliation no longer served as adequate deterrent. Labor was moved into the prisons
to keep prison laborers off the public streets. The early prisons were successful when
prisoners were able to engage in labor and the prisons were not overcrowded. Elmira
Reformatory became a prison model, emphasizing education, life skills, and trade training.
The model was followed in 12 states. The first prison in Territorial New Mexico eventually
developed into what the governor described in 1896, as “the pride of New Mexico.”
Prison research progressed through a “nothing works” period to arrive at the current
“what works” perspective. In the historical development of the prison system, groups of
individuals with mental illness have shifted out and then back into the prison system, leaving
the state prison system as it is currently: the largest mental health provider in the nation.
Desistance as an outcome was discussed, and age, self-efficacy, and participation in
prison programs were identified as factors in desistance. Prison programs were described in
general, and more specifically, in New Mexico. This chapter concluded with the merits and
utility of using the biopsychosocial model as a framework guiding this study.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS
The purpose of this study was to investigate relationships between self-efficacy,
participation in prison programs, and perceived ability to live crime free upon release from
prison. This study used data previously collected during the NMCD Inmate Survey, which
involved self-report by males incarcerated in state-operated, New Mexico prisons.
Research Design
A cross-sectional, descriptive research design was appropriate for this study because
it permits examination of characteristics and relationships that will not be manipulated
(Grove et al., 2013). This study design allows the investigator to answer research questions
and test hypotheses about relationships among constructs aligned with the biopsychosocial
model (LoBiondo-Wood & Haber, 2006). Cross-sectional studies allow the researcher to
investigate associations between predictors and outcomes simultaneously for each participant
(Carlson & Morrison, 2009), but do not provide evidence to support claims of causality
(Levin, 2006).
Potential threats to validity associated with the use of a descriptive design were
addressed by using clearly identified and defined variables and using a theoretical framework
with stated relationships between the variables. Potential threats to validity associated with
the use of a cross-sectional design were addressed by including control variables reported in
the literature as being important risk factors for recidivism. Recidivism data were not
collected in the original study, so a prisoner’s self-reported belief in being able to live crime
free was used in this study to measure desistance indirectly.
Specific Aims, Research Questions, and Hypotheses
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The specific aim of this investigation is to assess the relationships between selfefficacy, participation in prison programs, and desistance. Because the data were
anonymously collected, it was impossible to link a response to any participant or to
determine if a participant had been released from prison or re-incarcerated after completing
the survey. Desistance was measured, indirectly, by asking how strongly a participant agreed
that he could live crime free upon release from prison. To accomplish this research aim, the
following research questions were asked:
1.

What are the reported levels of self-efficacy, participation in prison programs,
and perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison for Level II
inmates?

2.

What are the relationships between the type and amount of participation in
prison programs to enhance post-release skills and the perceived ability to live
crime free upon release from prison for Level II inmates?

3.

What are the relationships between self-efficacy, participation in prison
programs to enhance post-release skills, and perceived ability to live crime
free upon release from prison for Level II inmates, when controlling for age
and race/ethnicity?

It was hypothesized that:
1.

Levels of perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison are
different based upon the type of programs completed.

2.

Levels of perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison are
different based upon the number of programs completed.

3.

As self-efficacy increases, perceived ability to live crime free upon release
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from prison increases.
4.

Participation in prison programs is associated with greater perceived ability to
live crime free upon release from prison.
Procedures

Data for this study were collected by researchers at the Institute for Social Research at
the University of New Mexico during the NMCD Inmate Survey (Pacheco et al., 2016). The
data remained housed at the Institute for Social Research at the University of New Mexico
during the completion of the data analysis. A proposal to use the data for this project was
submitted to the New Mexico Corrections Department (NMCD) and formal permission was
received from NMCD Secretary Designee, David Jablonski, on April 7, 2017. Current
Cabinet Secretary, Alisha Tafoya Lucero was made aware of this research and did not object
to its proceeding. An a priori power analysis was conducted using G*Power version 3.1 (Faul
et al., 2009). For multiple regression with 10 predictors, it was estimated that a sample size of
92 would be needed to provide 80% power, at α = 0.05, to detect a medium effect size, f2 =
0.15.
Variables and Measures
The NMCD Inmate Survey is composed of 111 questions querying participants in the
following areas: demographics, services received during incarceration, future perspectives,
mental health status, religious and spirituality beliefs; and history, in terms of family,
criminal activity, abusive conduct, victimization, and substance abuse. Definitions of each
the variables used in this research project are provided in Appendix A. The NMCD Inmate
Survey questions are not published verbatim because access to the survey is limited to the
candidate, solely for use in this study. Therefore, a summary of the questions used in this
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research is provided in Appendix B.
The survey questions were literature-inspired and connected to the problem of
criminal recidivism (Pacheco et al., 2016). The questions queried a broad range of resources
helpful and available to New Mexico prisoners post-incarceration (Pacheco et al., 2016). The
questions selected for this study were adapted from Lattimore et al. (2012). The Lattimore et
al. (2012) research, funded by the U.S. Department of Justice, was a secondary analysis of
data from over 2,300 incarcerated male and female adults, and male juveniles. The survey
questions were used in all of the Returning Home studies (see Urban Institute, n.d.; J.
Yahner, personal communication, January 18, 2018). Pacheco et al. (2016) reported the study
instrument as having face validity based on the logical connection between the instrument
questions and the concepts queried. Further analysis of the reliability and validity of NMCD
Inmate Survey has not been reported.
The predictor and control variables in this study represent the biological,
psychological, and social factors of desistance as described in Chapter 2. The predictor
variables are the self-efficacy variables, solve problems, accomplish, not pushed around, and
not helpless; and the prison programs variables, job skills, life skills, basic education, mental
health, and drug or alcohol treatment. The control variables are age and race/ethnicity.
Outcome Variable
Crime Free
The outcome variable represents the construct of desistance. Crime free (item 62) is a
continuous variable that measures the participant’s belief in being able to live crime free
upon release from prison. The response options are strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and
strongly agree, creating a 4-point scale. Higher scores indicate greater belief in being able to
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live crime free.
Predictor Variables
Self-efficacy
A psychological factor thought to promote desistance is self-efficacy. Self-efficacy
was measured using four variables: able to solve problems (reverse-scored, item 45); able to
accomplish any task (item 46); feeling not pushed around in life (reverse scored, item 47);
and not helpless to solve own problems (reverse scored, item 48). The response options for
each item are strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree, creating a 4-point scale.
Higher scores indicate higher levels of self-efficacy.
Prison Programs
The social factor in this study is the influence of prison programs on prisoners. There
were five types of prison programs.
Job Skills. Job skills was measured by a single question about having received job or
employment services, yes or no (item 32).
Life Skills. There were five type of life skills programs, measured by five yes-or-no
questions about having received assistance in the following areas: anger management (item
37), changing criminal attitudes (item 36), parenting skills (item 39), improving personal
relationships (item 35), and other life skills (item 31).
Basic Education. Basic education was measured by a single question about having
received GED/basic education classes, yes or no (item 38). Prisoners who do not have a high
school diploma or equivalent are required to participate in basic education (NM § 33-11-3).
Mental Health. Mental health was measured a question about having received care
for mental health or emotional problems, yes or no (item 33).
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Drug or Alcohol Treatment. Drug or alcohol treatment was measured by a question
about having received drug or alcohol treatment, yes or no (item 34).
Control Variables
Age and race/ethnicity were used as control variables. Within criminology, age is
accepted as a predictor of criminal recidivism. Race/ethnicity is a particularly salient concept
given the current social climate of the United States. For this reason, and because people of
cultural minorities have historically been, and are currently, over-represented in the prison
system, race/ethnicity was included as a control variable.
Age
The biological factor of desistance is brain development, which is measured by the
proxy variable of biological age. For purposes of confidentiality, participants were asked to
report only birth year during the NMCD survey, not birth date (item 4). For surveys
administered in May and June of 2015, age was calculated as 2014 minus the participant’s
birth year, providing a 58% chance of capturing the correct age, assuming a June 1, 2015
survey administration date. For surveys administered in January of 2016, age was calculated
as 2015 minus the participant’s birth year, providing a 96% chance of capturing the correct
age, assuming a January 15, 2016, survey administration date.
Race/Ethnicity
Race/ethnicity is a socially constructed concept and represents a social factor in
desistance. The race/ethnicity variable included four race/ethnicity categories: White,
Hispanic or Latino, Black or African American, American Indian or Alaskan Native.
Data Analysis
IBM® SPSS® 27 was used for the statistical analyses. An alpha level of ≤ .05, two-
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tailed, was used for all statistical testing of significance. Descriptive statistics are provided
for the sample’s age, race/ethnicity, marital status, level of education, and correctional
facility at time of survey completion; and reported to characterize each outcome, predictor,
and control variable.
Research Question 1
What are the reported levels of self-efficacy, participation in prison programs, and
perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison for Level II inmates? This
research question was answered using descriptive statistics.
Frequencies, measures of central tendency, standard deviations, and a description of
missing data are reported for perceived ability to live crime free and for each of the four selfefficacy variables: solve problems, accomplish, not pushed around, and not helpless.
Frequencies, percentages, and a description of missing data are reported for the following
program variables: job skills, basic education, mental health, drug or alcohol treatment; and
life skills variables: anger management, changing criminal attitudes, parenting, personal
relationships, and other life skills.
Research Question 2
What are the relationships between the type and amount of participation in prison
programs to enhance post-release skills and the perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison for Level II inmates? This research question was answered by testing two
hypotheses. It was hypothesized that:
1.

Levels of perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison are different
based upon the type of program completed.

2.

Levels of perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison are different
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based upon the number of programs completed.
This research question tested for which individual programs, and what dose of
program participation, were significantly associated with the belief in being able, versus not
being able, to live crime. For this reason, the continuous outcome variable, crime free, was
collapsed into a dichotomous variable, crime free_2, with the answer options, agree and
disagree. Hypotheses testing was accomplished with chi-square tests for two or k
independent samples, as appropriate. A chi-square test for two independent samples is used
to test for a relationship between two categorical variables: a nominal-level predictor variable
and a categorical outcome variable with two or more levels (Pett, 1977). The chi-square test
for k independent samples is used when the predictor and outcome variables are categorical
with two or more levels (Pett, 1977).
Hypothesis 1
Prior to this analysis, the variable crime free was collapsed into two levels (agree or
disagree) to create a new binary variable (crime free_2) in order to create a categorical
outcome variable. The response of agree was created by combining the crime free responses
of agree and strongly agree; the response of disagree was created by combining the crime
free responses of disagree and strongly disagree. The following program variables were
originally created as binary variables (yes or no) and did not require manipulation prior to
this analysis: job skills, basic education, mental health, drug or alcohol treatment, anger
management, changing criminal attitudes, parenting, personal relationships, and other life
skills.
A chi-square test was used to examine the relationships between participation in each
of the programs and perceived ability to live crime free. The χ2 test statistic, degrees of
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freedom, and significance value is reported for each of the chi-square tests. Cramer’s V was
used to report the effect size of each statistically significant finding (Kim, 2017).
Hypothesis 2
Prior to this analysis, the variable number of programs was created as a count of the
number of programs reported by participants. Possible scores ranged from 0 to 9, with higher
numbers representing participation in a greater number of programs. The χ2 test statistic,
degrees of freedom, and significance value is reported for each chi-square test. Cramer’s V
was used to report the effect size for each significant finding (Kim, 2017)
Chi-Square Tests Assumptions
There are four assumptions in using the chi-square test for k independent samples: (1)
the data are frequency data, not scores; (2) the sample size is adequate; (3) the measures are
independent from each other; and (4) the predictors and outcome variables are categorical
(Pett, 1977). These assumptions are met because the data consist only of frequencies; there
were no cells with frequencies fewer than five; the measurements of an observation could
only populate one category; and all the variables are categorical.
Research Question 3
What are the relationships between self-efficacy, participation in prison programs to
enhance post-release skills, and perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison
for Level II inmates, when controlling for age and race/ethnicity? This research question was
answered by testing two hypotheses. It was hypothesized that:
3.

As self-efficacy increases, perceived ability to live crime free upon release from
prison increases.

4.

Participation in prison programs is associated with greater perceived ability to live
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crime free upon release from prison.
Hypotheses testing was accomplished by using multiple regression to examine
relationships between self-efficacy, participation in prison programs, and perceived ability to
live crime free. Multiple regression is a form of linear regression that predicts the value on an
outcome variable based on the values of two or more predictor variables (Laerd Statistics,
2018). Multiple regression measures overall variance of the model and the contribution of
each predictor variable to the overall variance of the model (Kellar & Kelvin, 2013).
For the program variable, it was originally planned to use a single survey question
that asked if the individual had participated in any prison program designed to prepare
prisoners for release (yes or no). However, when compared against data of the other program
variables, the survey question appeared to yield unreliable data. The number of participants
who answered yes to having participated in any program was fewer than the number who
answered yes, individually, to seven out of nine programs. For this reason, the dichotomous
variable any program was created to measure participation in one or more programs versus
participation in none. Individuals who denied participating in any program were scored as no,
and individuals who acknowledged participating in one or more of the programs were scored
as yes, to complete this analysis.
Hypotheses 3 and 4
For the multiple regression, the predictor variables were solve problems, accomplish,
not pushed around, not helpless, and any program. The control variables were age and
race/ethnicity. The outcome variable was crime free.
Hierarchical entry of variables was used to conduct the multiple regression. In
hierarchical entry, known predictors are enter into the model prior to entering variables of
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interest, allowing the researcher to test whether the variables of interest explain a significant
amount of variance after accounting for control variables (Field, 2018).
Step 1 entry of variables into the multiple regression involved crime free, age and
race/ethnicity. Step 2 entry of variables into the multiple regression added the self-efficacy
variables: solve problems, accomplish, not pushed around, and not helpless. Lastly, Step 3
entry of variables into the multiple regression added the programs variable: any program. R2s
were compared with each step of variable entry to determine if the additional variables added
to the explanatory power of the model. Beta values with standard errors and 95% confidence
intervals, significance levels, standardized beta values, and the standard errors are reported
for each predictor variable (Field, 2018). R2 and the change of R2 are reported at each step of
the hierarchical entry (Field, 2018).
Multiple Regression Assumptions
There are seven assumptions in conducting a multiple regression (Laerd Statistics,
2018). The test requires the following: (1) a continuous outcome variable; (2) multiple
predictor variables; (3) independent errors – the residual terms for any two observations be
uncorrelated; (4) linear relationships between the predictor and outcome variables; (5)
homoscedasticity – the variance of the residual terms is constant (Field, 2018); (6) normally
distributed residual errors; and (7) no perfect multicollinearity between any of the predictors
(Field, 2018).
Protection of Human Subjects
This study was an analysis of existing data previously collected by researchers at the
Institute for Social Research during the NMCD Inmate Survey (UNM HSC Human Research
Review Committee Study ID: 24414). Electronic data remained continuously stored in a
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restricted access folder housed at the Institute for Social Research at the University of New
Mexico. Only the CON Information Technology (IT) Manager and the identified research
team members listed as working on this project had access to this folder. When the study is
closed, all study data will be deleted in compliance with the NMCD Inmate Survey approved
protocol.
A review for Human Subjects’ Protection was completed by the UNM HSC Human
Research Review Committee (Study ID: 21-178) on May 10, 2021. The study was exempt
(Category 4: Secondary research on data or specimens with no consent required), because
this study is a review of existing data collected anonymously, in such a manner that subjects
are at minimal risk to be identified, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects. All
study results are communicated in aggregate form to decrease the possibility that any results
could be linked with any past respondent.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
The NMCD Inmate Survey data were provided by the Institute for Social Research as
an excel spreadsheet. The file was located in a project folder created within the NMCD
Inmate Survey restricted-access folder housed on UNM Main Campus servers. A working
copy of the spreadsheet was saved in a new folder on the same drive and the original
spreadsheet was left unchanged to ensure no data were lost or overwritten.
Columns of data in the excel spreadsheet were matched to the variables used in this
study. The columns were confirmed through review of the column data, the NMCD Inmate
Survey instrument, and data in other columns of the spreadsheet. Columns of data not
relevant to this study were deleted and the spreadsheet was saved as a new file. Data were
screened for missing data or outliers. One conflicting program score was identified for
personal relationships and was corrected by cross-checking against another column of raw
data for that program variable. Variables were recoded following a code book created prior to
the data analysis (see Chapter 3). Data from the entire survey were used to report the original
sample demographics. Then, a second data set was created in excel that excluded participants
in Level III and Level IV housing. Cases with missing data for an analyzed variable were
excluded casewise from that analysis, but were otherwise included.
Demographic Characteristics
Of 842 inmates eligible to participate in the NMCD Inmate Survey, 627 completed a
survey, yielding a response rate of 74.5% (Table 4-1). All participants housed in Level III (n
= 25) and Level IV (n = 13) security were being held at the Southern New Mexico
Correctional Facility. Level III and IV data were removed prior to conducting analyses
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Table 4-1
Survey Response Rate
Prison

Available

Completed

Total

Inmates

Surveys

%

n

n (%)

Central New Mexico Correctional Facility

282

179 (63.5)

28.5

Penitentiary of New Mexico

93

86 (92.5)

13.7

Western New Mexico Correctional Facility

106

86 (81.1)

13.7

Springer Correctional Center

66

61 (92.4)

9.7

Roswell Correctional Center

87

67 (77)

10.7

Southern New Mexico Correctional Facility

208

148 (71.2)

23.6

842

627 (74.5)

100.0

Total

Note. Adapted from the NMCD Inmate Survey from Pacheco et al. (2016).

specific to prisoners housed in Level II security. Removing the data for participants in Level
III and Level IV housing (n = 38; all from the Southern New Mexico Correctional Facility)
resulted in a final sample size of 589. The removal resulted in little change between samples.
The percentage change in any race/ethnicity group was 0.6% or less. Highest level of
education as less than high school graduate remained unchanged, while high school
graduate increased by 0.9%. The remaining levels of education all decreased by 0.3% or less.
Those in the sample who had received a GED while in prison decreased by 1.2% and those
who denied receiving a GED in prison increased by 0.9%.
A single question was used to collect race and ethnicity data in the original survey.
Table 4-2 provides the reported race/ethnicity for the sample. Data from the race/ethnic
groups with low representation (Asian, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and all other races)
were aggregated for reporting and then removed from analyses due their small representation
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in the data set. Combined, these data removed from the study from these race/ethnicity
groups represented 1.7% of the sample.
Table 4-2
Race/Ethnicity
Race/Ethnicity

All
n (%)

Level II
n (%)

American Indian or Alaskan Native

46 (7.4)

46 (7.9)

Asian, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander,
and Other Race

11 (1.7)

10 (1.7)

Black or African American

57 (9.2)

52 (8.9)

Hispanic or Latino

351 (56.5)

328 (56.2)

White

156 (25.1)

148 (25.3)

621 (100.0)

584 (100.0)

Total

Note. Missing Race/Ethnicity data: all (n = 6); Level II (n = 5). No statistically significant
differences found between All and Level II counts of any category using Z- Score
Calculator for 2 population proportions (Social Science Statistics, n.d.).
The mean age of Level II participants was 35.6 years and median age was 33.5 years,
with ages ranging from 20 to 73 years. The group of participants aged 25 to 39 years made
up almost 60% of the sample (Table 4-3). Nearly 40% of participants had not graduated from
high school or earned a GED (Table 4-4). One hundred, fifty-five (28.9%) participants
received a GED while in prison. Less than 20% of participants were currently married (Table
4-4).
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Table 4-3
Age Groups
Age Groups

All

Level II

n (%)

n (%)

18 – 24

60 (11.9)

56 (11.9)

25 – 39

300 (59.5)

278 (58.9)

40 – 73

144 (28.6)

138 (29.9)

504 (100.0)

472 (100.0)

Total

Note. Missing Age Groups data: (n = 117). No statistically significant difference found
between All and Level II counts of any category using Z-Score Calculator for 2 population
proportions (Social Science Statistics, n.d.).

Table 4-4
Level of Education
Highest Level of Education

All

Level II

n (%)

n (%)

Less than High School Graduate

233 (38.6)

219 (38.6)

High School Graduate

114 (18.9)

112 (19.8)

GED

122 (20.2)

114 (20.1)

Vocational/Technical Graduate

21 (3.5)

19 (3.4)

Some College

89 (14.7)

82 (14.5)

College Graduate or Post Graduate

25 (4.2)

21 (3.7)

604 (100.0)

567 (100.0)

Total

Note. Missing data: all (n = 23); Level II (n = 22). No statistically significant difference
found between All and Level II counts of any category using Z-Score Calculator for 2
population proportions (Social Science Statistics, n.d.).

60

Table 4-5
Marital Status
Marital Status

All

Level II

n (%)

n (%)

Married

112 (18.2)

108 (18.7)

Separated

63 (10.2)

59 (10.2)

Divorced

130 (21.1)

125 (21.6)

Never married

293 (47.6)

270 (46.6)

18 (2.9)

17 (2.9)

616 (100)

579 (100.0)

Widowed
Total

Note. Missing data: all (n = 11); Level II (n = 10). No statistically significant
difference found between All and Level II counts of any category using Z-Score
Calculator for 2 population proportions (Social Science Statistics, n.d.).
Research Question 1
What are the reported levels of self-efficacy, participation in prison programs, and
perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison for Level II inmates? Selfefficacy was measured using four variables: solve problems, accomplish, not pushed around,
and not helpless. The response options for each item are strongly disagree, disagree, agree,
and strongly agree, creating a 4-point scale. The questions were used as four individual
predictors because the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (α = 0.59) indicated that the internal
reliability of the self-efficacy questions was inadequate for the questions to be combined into
a scale.
Participation in programs was measured by nine variables: job skills, basic education,
mental health, drug or alcohol treatment, anger management, changing criminal attitudes,
parenting, personal relationships, and other life skills. Participants answered yes or no to
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having participated in each of these programs. The outcome variable, crime free, measured
the participant’s belief in being able to live crime free upon release from prison using the
response options strongly disagree, disagree, agree, and strongly agree, creating a 4-point
scale. Table 4-6 provides descriptive statistics for the variable crime free and the self-efficacy
variables: solve problems, accomplish, not pushed around, and not helpless. The mean score
on crime free was high, M = 3.12 on a 4-point scale. A score of 1 meant the participant had
selected strongly disagree about being able to live crime free and a score of 4 meant the
participant had self-reported strongly agree about being able to live crime free.
Table 4-6
Levels of Perceived Ability to Live Crime Free and Self-Efficacy
n

Mean (SD)*

Median

Crime Free

574

3.12 (.93)

3

Able to Solve Own Problems

579

3.17 (.93)

3

Able to Accomplish Any Task

580

3.44 (.85)

4

Not Pushed Around

577

2.99 (.90)

3

Not Helpless to Deal With problems

579

2.89 (.91)

3

Note. *All variables measured on a 4-point Likert Scale. Missing data: Crime free (n = 15);
Able to solve own problems (n = 10); Able to accomplish any task (n = 9); Not pushed
around (n = 12); Not helpless to deal with problems (n = 10).
Table 4-7 provides the frequency and percentage of each response type of the
variables crime free and the self-efficacy variables: solve problems, accomplish, not pushed
around, and not helpless. A majority of participants selected agree or strongly agree about
being able to live crime free (78.6%); able to solve their own problems (79.6%); and, able to
accomplish any task (88.8%).
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Table 4-7
Responses to Perceived Ability to Live Crime Free and Self-Efficacy
Strongly

Strongly

Disagree

Disagree

Agree

Agree

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

Crime Free

46 (8.0)

77 (13.4)

214 (37.3) 237 (41.3)

Able to Solve Own Problems

45 (7.8)

73 (12.6)

197 (34.0) 264 (45.6)

Able to Accomplish Any Task

36 (6.2)

29 (5.0)

158 (27.2) 357 (61.6)

Not Pushed Around

34 (5.9)

133 (23.1) 215 (37.3) 195 (33.8)

Not Helpless to Deal with Problems

43 (7.4)

145 (25.0) 222 (38.3) 169 (29.2)

Note. *All variables measured on a 4-point Likert Scale. Missing data: Crime free (n = 15);
Able to solve own problems (n = 10); Able to accomplish any task (n = 9); Not pushed
around (n = 12); Not helpless to deal with problems (n = 10).

Inmates most frequently reported participating in the following programs, in descending
order; drug or alcohol treatment, mental health, changing criminal attitudes, and other life
skills (Table 4-8). Inmates least frequently reported participating in job skills
programs.
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Table 4-8
Participation in Prison Programs
Program Type

No

Yes

Total

n (%)

n (%)

Job Skills

480 (83.2)

97 (16.8)

577

GED or Basic Education

450 (77.7)

131 (22.5)

581

Mental Health

362 (62.2)

220 (37.8)

582

Drug or Alcohol Treatment

352 (60.5)

230 (39.5)

582

Personal Relationships

471 (81.1)

110 (18.9)

581

Changing Criminal Attitudes

390 (67.2)

190 (32.8)

580

Anger Management

450 (77.5)

131 (22.5)

581

Parenting

450 (77.5)

131 (22.5)

581

Other Life Skills

401 (68.8)

182 (31.2)

583

Any_Program

165 (28.2)

423 (71.8)

589

Note: Missing data: Job skills (n = 12); GED or basic education (n = 8); Mental health (n =
7); Drug or alcohol treatment; (n = 7); Personal relationships (n = 8); Changing criminal
attitudes (n = 9); Anger management (n = 8); Parenting (n = 8); Other life skills (n = 6);
Any Programs (n = 0).
Question 2
What are the relationships between the type and amount of participation in prison
programs to enhance post-release skills and the perceived ability to live crime free upon
release from prison for Level II inmates?
Hypothesis 1
Levels of perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison are different
based upon the type of programs completed. Chi-square tests for two independent samples
were conducted using each of the prison programs and perceived ability to live crime free
upon release from prison, using the dichotomous variable, crimefree_2 (Table 4-9).
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Table 4-9
Chi-square Analyses of Program Participation and Perceived Ability to Live Crime free
Ability to Live Crime free
Disagree
Agree
n (%)
n (%)

Program Participation
Job Skills

p

.287
No
Yes

97 (20.6)
24 (25.5)

374 (79.4)
70 (74.5)

GED or Basic Education

.272
No
Yes

99 (22.5)
23 (18.0)

341 (77.5)
105 (82.0)

Mental Health

.817
No
Yes

77 (21.8)
45 (20.9)

227(78.2)
170 (79.1)

Drug or Alcohol Treatment

.192
No
Yes

80 (23.3)
42 (18.7)

264 (76.7)
183 (81.3)

Personal Relationships

.604
No
Yes

101 (21.9)
21 (19.6)

360 (78.1)
86 (80.4)

Changing Criminal Attitudes

.029
No
Yes

92 (24.1)
30 (16.1)

289 (75.9)
156 (83.9)

Anger Management

.272
No
Yes

99 (22.5)
23 (18)

341 (77.5)
105 (82.0)

Parenting

.272
No
Yes

99 (22.5)
23 (18.0)

341 (77.5)
105 (82.0)

Other Life Skills

.391
No
Yes

88 (22.4)
34 (19.2)

305 (77.6)
143 (80.8)

Consistently, the group of those who participated in a particular program agreed they would
be able to live crime free at higher rates than the group who disagreed, with one notable
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exception: job skills. However, the only statistically significant association identified with
crimefree_2 was assistance in changing criminal attitudes, χ2 (df = 1) = 4.76, p = .029. Those
who participated in a program offering this content agreed they would be able to live crime
free at a rate 8% higher than those who did not participate in this program. The Cramer’s V
(V = .09) indicated a small effect size (Pallant, 2020).
Hypothesis 2
Levels of perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison are different
based upon the number of programs completed. Almost 72% reported participating in at least
one program. A chi-square test for k independent samples indicated no significant association
between the number of programs participated in and level of perceived ability to live crime
free upon release from prison, χ2 (df = 9) = 8.45, p = .49 (Table 4-10).
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Table 4-10
Chi-square Analyses of Number of Programs and Perceived Ability to Live Crime free

Number of Programs
0

Ability to Live Crime free
Disagree
Agree
n (%)
n (%)
37 (23.0)
124 (77.0)

Total
n
161

1

32 (24.8)

97 (75.2)

129

2

18 (24.3)

56 (75.7)

74

3

7 (17.5)

33 (82.5)

40

4

8 (17.8)

37 (82.2)

45

5

3 (8.3)

33 (91.7)

36

6

4 (12.9)

27 (87.1)

31

7

9 (29.0)

22 (71.9)

31

8

3 (20.0)

12 (80.0)

15

9

2 (16.7)

10 (83.3)

12

Total

123 (21.4)

451 (78.6)

574

Note: Missing data (n = 15).

Research Question 3
What are the relationships between self-efficacy, participation in prison programs to
enhance post-release skills, and perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison
for Level II inmates, when controlling for age and race/ethnicity?
A preliminary analysis was conducted to determine if the four self-efficacy questions
could be treated as a scale, or if the individual items would be used in the analysis. The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (α = 0.59) indicated that the internal reliability of the selfefficacy questions was inadequate for the questions to be used as a scale.
The assumptions for using a multiple regression for this analysis were assessed. First,
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scatterplots were reviewed to check for linearity and unusual cases. As a result, six outliers in
the age variable, (age ≥ 65 years) were excluded from the sample. Second, a Pearson
correlation coefficient matrix was conducted including the self-efficacy variables (solve
problems, accomplish, not pushed around, and not helpless); the programs variable (any
program); and the control variables (age and race/ethnicity) to test for multicollinearity. The
control variables remained for the analysis because none were highly correlated (r < .80)
with a predictor variable.
The outcome variable, crime free, was measured with a 4-point Likert-type scale,
which is usually treated as an interval scale in social work research (Wu & Leung, 2017).
The test was conducted using five predictor and five control variables. A Durbin-Watson test
indicated adequate independence (d = 2.04) to satisfy the assumption of independent errors
(Field, 2018). Error terms were normally distributed and not significantly deviated from the
predicted line, and did not show systemic patterns. The central limit theorem theory provides
that in large samples, usually greater than 30, the sampling distribution is likely to have a
normal distribution (Field, 2018). Because of the sample size for the analysis (n = 447) was
large, a normal distribution was assumed.
A hierarchical multiple regression was used to assess the ability of self-efficacy and
participation in any prison program to predict perceived ability to live crime free, after
controlling for the influence of age and race/ethnicity. In Step1, age, race/ethnicity, and
crime free were entered into the model. The model was a significant predictor of crime free,
F(4) = 2.60, p = .036. Hispanic or Latino was a significant predictor. Being Hispanic or
Latino is associated with having lower belief in being able to live crime free (B = -0.23, p =
0.016). The R2 showed that age and race/ethnicity explained 2.3% of the variance in the
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perceived ability to live crime free (crime free, Table 4-11).
Table 4-11
Multiple Regression Summary: Model 1
β

b
(95% CI)

SE B

p

Constant

3.05
(2.72, 3.38)

0.17

Age

0.01
(-0.00, 0.01)

0.00

0.07

0.152

Hispanic or Latino

-0.23
(-0.43, -0.04)
0.04
(-0.29, 0.37)
-0.08
(-0.42, 0.25)

0.01

-0.13

0.016

0.17

0.01

0.807

0.17

-0.02

0.635

Step 1
0.001

Age

Race/Ethnicity

Black or African American
American Indian or Alaskan Native
Note. R 2=.02.

In Step 2, the self-efficacy variables (solve problems, accomplish, not pushed around,
and not helpless) were added to the model. The model was a significant predictor of crime
free, F(8) = 8.10, p < .001. The addition of the self-efficacy variables significantly improved
the model, F change (4) = 13.32, p < .001. In this model, Hispanic or Latino remains a
significant predictor, B = -0.19, p < .041, and in addition, accomplish and not helpless were
also significant predictors. As feeling able to accomplish any task increased, the belief in
being able to live crime free increased, B = 0.23, p < .001; and, as feeling not helpless to
solve own problems increased, the belief in being able to live crime free also increased B =
.18, p < .001. The R2 showed that age, race/ethnicity, and self-efficacy explained 12.8% (a
10.5% change) of the variance in crime free (Table 4-12).
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Table 4-12
Multiple Regression Summary: Model 2
β

b
(95% CI)

SE B

p

Constant

1.46
(0.90, 2.03)

0.29

Age

0.01
(-0.00, 0.02)

0.00

0.08

0.087

Hispanic or Latino

-0.19
(-0.37, -0.01)
0.05
(-0.27, 0.36)
-0.01
(-0.33, 0.31)

0.09

-0.11

0.041

0.16

0.01

0.771

0.16

-0.00

0.932

0.05

0.331

0.21

< 0.001

0.02

0.722

0.18

< 0.001

Step 1
0.001

Age

Race/Ethnicity

Black or African American
American Indian or Alaskan Native
Step 2
Self-Efficacy
Solve Own Problems

0.05
0.05
(-0.05, 0.14)
Accomplish Any task
0.23
0.05
(0.13, 0.33)
Not Pushed Around
0.02
0.06
(-0.09, 0.13)
Not Helpless to Deal With Problems
0.18
0.06
(0.08, 0.29)
Note. R2 =.12.8. All step 2 variables measured on a 4-point Likert Scale.

In Step 3, the any_programs variable was added to the model (Table 4-13). Although
the model remained a significant predictor of crime free (F(9) = 7.19, p < .001), the addition
of any_programs did not improve the model. In this model, Hispanic or Latino, accomplish,
and not helpless, remain significant predictors of crime free; B and p values remained
unchanged for each. The R2 showed that age, race/ethnicity, self-efficacy, and any_programs
explained 12.8% of the variance in crime free (Table 4-13).
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Table 4-13
Multiple Regression Summary: Model 3
β

b
(95% CI)

SE B

p

Constant

1.46
(0.88, 2.04)

0.29

Age

0.01
(-0.00, 0.02)

0.00

0.08

0.088

-0.19
(-0.37, -0.01)
Black or African American
0.05
(-0.27, 0.36)
American Indian or Alaskan Native
-0.01
(-0.33, 0.31)

0.09

-0.11

0.041

0.16

0.01

0.771

0.16

-0.00

0.934

0.05
(-0.05, 0.14)
0.23
(0.13, 0.33)
0.02
(-0.09, 0.13)
0.18
(0.08, 0.29)

0.05

0.05

0.332

0.05

0.21

< 0.001

0.06

0.02

0.721

0.06

0.18

< 0.001

0.00
(-0.17, 0.18)

0.09

0.00

0.973

Step 1
0.001

Age

Race/Ethnicity
Hispanic or Latino

Step 2
Self-Efficacy
Solve Own Problems
Accomplish Any task
Not Pushed Around
Not Helpless to Deal With Problems
Step 3
Any Program*

Note. R2 =.128. *Any Program = Job Skills, GED or Basic Education, Mental Health, Drug
or Alcohol Treatment, Personal Relationships, Changing Criminal Attitudes, Anger
Management, Parenting, or Other Life Skills.
Because in the final model, the self-efficacy variables, accomplish and not helpless,
were identified as having a significant relationship with crime free, an exploratory analysis
was conducted. Independent-samples t-tests were used to evaluate the mean differences in
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crime free based on the self-efficacy variables accomplish and not helpless. Those who
selected agree or strongly agree about being able to accomplish any task scored significantly
higher in perceived ability to live crime free (M = 3.55, SD = .76, t(125.23) = -3.32, p = .001,
d = .45) than those who selected disagree or strongly disagree (M = 3.19, SD = 1.01, d =
.45). This represented a mean difference of .37 (95% CI = -.59, -.15) on a 4-point scale.
Likewise, those who selected disagree or strongly disagree about feeling helpless to
deal with problems (reverse scored) scored significantly higher in perceived ability to live
crime free (M = 2.99, SD = .87, t(144.53) = 3.26, p = .001, d = .39) than those who selected
agree or strongly agree (M = 2.65, SD = .92, d = .39). This represented a mean difference of
.34 (95% CI = -.55, -.14) on a 4-point scale.
Summary
In this study, 72% of those surveyed reported having participated in one or more
prison programs designed to prepare the individual for release from prison. Over 63% were
required to receive basic education services because they had not graduated from high school
or earned a GED, and about 40% of those eligible to receive basic education classes earned a
GED during their current sentence.
Though no dose relationship was identified between the number of programs in which
an individual participated and perceived ability to live crime free, one type of prison
program, assistance in changing criminal attitudes, significantly predicted the belief in being
able to live crime free upon release. The overall regression model was significant, revealing
Hispanic or Latino, accomplish and not helpless as significant predictors. An exploratory
analysis confirmed that individuals who reported higher levels of self-efficacy, in terms of
accomplish and feeling not helpless, were more apt report being able to live crime free upon
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release from prison.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
The New Mexico Corrections Department (NMCD) provides education, job training,
and other reentry programs for inmates as part of its commitment to reduce recidivism (New
Mexico Corrections Department, 2019b). This study explored whether participation in prison
programs and self-efficacy among male prisoners in New Mexico is associated with the
perceived ability to live crime free upon release from prison. This study provides insight into
improving prisoner optimism about reentry success.
In this study, being Hispanic or Latino was associated with a lower belief in being
able to live crime free. The reasons for this difference are complex and beyond the scope of
our study data. However, in a 2014 Pew Research Center study, Hispanic or Latino
participants had lower confidence that the local police would treat Hispanics and whites
equally. Just 46% of Hispanics had “a great deal or fair” amount of confidence in being
treated equally, while 72% of whites had that amount of confidence (Krogstad, 2014, para.
3). Further research is warranted to examine this difference among race/ethnicity groups.
Prisoners with confidence in being able to live crime free are more likely to do so
than those who are pessimistic or skeptical (Burnett, 2011). A large percentage of the
prisoners in the current study (78.6%) selected agree or strongly agree about being able to
live crime free upon release from prison. This is consistent with a study with 324 soon-to-bereleased prisoners in Maryland, in which 78% of participants indicated that it would be pretty
easy or very easy to stay out of prison and avoid a parole violation after release (Visher et al.,
2003). Despite this high rate of confidence, about half of those released will return to prison
within three years (Freeman, 2018). Programs focused on changing criminal attitudes and
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improving self-efficacy may support prisoner optimism, but without recidivism data, we do
not know what level of prisoner optimism actually translates into reduced recidivism.
Approximately 63% of the study participants had not received a high school diploma
or a GED prior to their current sentence. By comparison, only 14.4% of the adults in New
Mexico have less than a high school diploma or GED (United States Census Bureau, 2021).
About 40% of the eligible NMCD prisoners self-reported receiving a GED while in prison,
leaving about 38% of the study participants still without a GED upon release. Darolia et al.
(2021) found that a GED could bring higher short-term earnings and employment to released
inmates, especially for those who had weaker work histories prior to entering prison and
those who had access to post-release services, such as job search assistance and other
community services.
In this study, reported levels of perceived ability to live crime free upon release from
prison were different based on the types of programs completed. In a bivariate analysis,
prison programs designed to change criminal attitudes significantly predicted higher
perceived ability to live crime free upon release. This is consistent with the Visher et al.
(2017) research which found that programs focused on individual change (e.g., changing
attitudes) increased the time to re-arrest, as compared to those who participated in programs
focused on practical skills and employment services.
The NMCD provided multiple individual programs aimed at changing criminal
attitudes: Breaking Barriers, Charting a New Course, Moral Reconation Therapy, and Moral
Reconation Therapy Domestic Violence. These programs focused on helping prisoners
identify their own destructive behaviors and then helped develop pro-social thinking habits to
counter those behaviors. The faith-based Crossings Program promoted spiritual growth and
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pro-social values, to help prisoners take responsibility for developing pro-social
relationships. The research findings from this study support the value of programs that
change criminal attitudes, and the investment in programs with the strongest evidence of
providing this content.
Prisoner self-efficacy is related to perceived ability to live crime free. Bahr et al.
(2010) found prison parolees who successfully completed parole had been more confident in
their ability to stay away from negative peers and to avoid drugs. In the current study, two of
the four self-efficacy variables were significant within the regression model. Prisoners who
reported higher self-efficacy, in terms of accomplish and feeling not helpless, were more
likely to believe they could live crime free. A higher score on accomplish meant the
individual felt they could do anything that they really set their mind to doing. A higher score
on not helpless meant that the individual did not feel helpless to deal with the problems of
life. These two questions touched upon the more global, less situational, mindset of the
individual, that is, the general capacity of the individual to accomplish tasks and address
problems.
No significant relationship was found between the self-efficacy predictors, solve own
problems and not pushed around, and the outcome variable of crime free. For the solve
problems variable, the individuals were asked how strongly they agreed there was no way
they could solve some problems; and for the not pushed around variable, individuals were
asked how strongly they agreed that sometimes they felt like they were being pushed around
in life. When considering the freedoms removed from a state prisoner, it is not hard to
imagine that they might feel pushed around and unable to solve some problems. Their answer
might be a realistic assessment of their current situation, that is, without the freedom to
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determine how to spend their day (i.e., pushed around); or without the freedom to use their
traditional methods of handling problems (i.e., helpless to solve own problems). These two
self-efficacy questions seem to address more situational issues and may be a reason why
answers to those questions did not have a significant relationship with the outcome variable.
Theoretical Framework
The biopsychosocial model was used as the theoretical framework of the study. The
model supports the use of biological, psychological, and social factors in predicting
desistance. The biological predictor, age, was used as a control variable because of the ample
evidence in the literature on the relationship between age and crime.
Self-efficacy was used as the psychological predictor. Because the four self-efficacy
questions did not coalesce into a single scale, the questions were used as four individual selfefficacy predictors. Two items, accomplish and not helpless, showed predictive ability and
the other two, solve own problems and not pushed around, did not. The several prison
programs designed to prepare prisoners for reentry into the community were used as the
social predictors. Prisoners who reported having received assistance in changing criminal
attitudes agreed they would be able to live crime free at a rate 8% higher than those who did
not participate in this program.
The biopsychosocial model performed well as the theoretical framework for the
study. All domains of the model (biological, psychological, and social) were populated either
by control variables or variables of interest, and the model accommodated all the variables
used in the study. Both domains of the model tested in this study contained at least one
significant predictor. This model can be used to guide further research on the factors
influencing criminal desistance. This research should also be used to refine the
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biopsychosocial model.
Policy Implications
Inmates who receive help in changing criminal attitudes, who believe they can
accomplish any task, or who do not feel helpless to deal with life’s problems report greater
optimism about living crime free. If we accept the research findings of Burnett (2011), that
optimistic prisoners are more successful post-release than those who are pessimistic or
skeptical, then our findings suggest that we should increase the amount of interventions and
programs providing this content to New Mexico prisoners.
Because individuals who engaged in prison programs assisting them in changing
criminal attitudes reported statistically significant higher levels of being able to remain crime
free, the NMCD should increase efforts to evaluate the performance of programs currently
being used in New Mexico. The NMCD uses information at the Pew-MacArthur Results First
Clearinghouse Database, the National Institute of Corrections, and the Association of State
Correctional Administrators to review and assess available programs (New Mexico
Corrections Department, 2015). If a chosen program is ineffective in the NMCD population,
the program is re-designed or removed.
An important way to evaluate prison program effectiveness is to connect program
participation to recidivism data. These data should be collected in New Mexico, on an
ongoing basis, so that recidivism rates of program participants can be compared. The
research can be conducted using program attendance and recidivism data, and need not rely
on prisoner survey participation. Recidivism would be measured by the following events,
new arrest, time to arrest, return to prison, and whether the return to prison was because of a
new crime or for technical violations of parole or probation. This research would be cost

78

efficient because it would use data that are already collected and would not require
researchers to enter a correctional institution to conduct prisoner interviews. The research
would provide needed information to evaluate program performance in New Mexico.
In discussing the policy implications of the current study, the role of the nurse must
be considered. In April, 2022, there were 30,565 registered nurses (RNs) and 2,455 licensed
practical nurses (LPNs) with active licenses in New (National Council of State Boards of
Nursing, 2022a, 2022b). In 2020, a correctional facility was the primary practice setting for
0.8% of RNs and 2.4% of LPNs; and the secondary practice setting for 0.9% of RNs and
2.5% of LPNs, nationwide (Smiley et al., 2021). Assuming that New Mexico nurses are
employed at the national rate, there is an estimated 640 New Mexico nurses working in the
correctional setting. These nurses should have specialized training in therapies to change
criminal attitudes and increase prisoner self-efficacy. In addition, these should be
interventions that nurses can apply without disrupting their routine activities in the prison
setting.
Nurses should receive training or continuing education, from publicly-funded
institutions, in therapies used to prepare felons for community reentry and support former
felons within the community. Mallik-Kane et al. (2018) conducted a study with 30 males
who had been recently paroled and who were also likely to need health care services soon
after release. The men had spent, on average, 2.3 months in the community when they
participated in the study. At that time, 63% had received drug or alcohol treatment, 30% had
received mental health treatment, 40% had received physical health treatment, and 30% had
received prescription medications (Mallik-Kane et al., 2018). Collectively, the participants
reported having concerns over several mental health issues: attention-deficit hyperactivity
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disorder, autism, post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, and depression. They reported
seeking care at emergency rooms, hospitals, urgent care clinics, the Veterans Administration,
halfway houses; and from counselors, therapists, and psychiatrists (Mallik-Kane et al., 2018).
Nurses in any of these practice settings can expect to encounter former-felons in their work
and would benefit from continuing education in caring for the post-incarcerated population.
Limitations
This study was limited to men in Level II security housing, in state-operated prisons,
with the ability to read the survey written in English. The findings cannot be generalized to
particularly frail members of the prison community, who were excluded from the study due
to their increased vulnerability. Also, the study results cannot be generalized to female
prisoners, prisoners in higher security housing, prisoners without adequate English reading
skills, and prisoners housed in private correctional facilities.
It is a limitation that the survey data could not be connected to individual recidivism
and that crime free was used as an alternative measure. Rearrest, reconviction, and return-toprison records would have provided more valid, and perhaps more reliable data. By
measuring both prisoner optimism and recidivism, we could have compared prisoner
perception to reality. However, the purpose of the NM Inmate Study was to learn about how
inmates felt, and use that information to improve programming, and better serve inmates with
the goal of recidivism reduction. Consequently, a large portion of the NMCD Inmate Survey
collected information from prisoners that could only be gathered through self-report. This
study protected the privacy of the inmates in creating no record that could connect an
individual to their responses, or identify whether they had participated in the study. Though
recidivism data would have been informative, it was outside the scope of the original study to

80

collect it.
Future Research
In future research, I would study whether receiving programming is associated with
reduced recidivism, and if program attendance records can predict recidivism. Attendance
records would be collected from the facility. Recidivism would be measured by new arrest,
time to arrest, return to prison, and whether the return to prison was because of a new crime
or for technical violations of parole or probation. Because the study would not require
prisoner self-report, the program and recidivism data could be collected without eliciting
additional private information from prisoners that is not already available to the NMCD, thus
reducing the potential burden to study participants.
Additional research might focus on developing a self-efficacy questionnaire
specifically for use with prisoners. Using a self-efficacy scale, rather than several individual
self-efficacy predictors, may increase the predictive ability of a statistical test by reducing the
number of variables used to measure self-efficacy. A reliable and validated scale for use with
prisoners could be used by clinicians and educators in the prison setting. The tool may be
developed through testing or refining a presently-existing scale, such as the Control Over
Life scale used by Lattimore et al. (2012). A related study would test whether the mere
completion of a self-efficacy survey is associated with increased optimism of post-release
success.
Summary
The 36-month return-to-prison rate in New Mexico is nearly 50% (Freeman, 2018). It
is also known that incarceration is associated with negative individual health and community
health outcomes. Because previous research of utilization and effectiveness of prison
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programs in New Mexico involved women prisoners, this cross-sectional, descriptive
research study was undertaken to examine the relationships between self-efficacy,
participation in prison programs, and perceived ability to live crime free among male
prisoners in state-operated, New Mexico prisons. To address recidivism, the NMCD focuses
on providing prisoners quality programs in job skills, life skills, basic education, mental
health, and drug or alcohol treatment, but it is difficult to know the quality of the programs
without connecting the program data to New Mexico criminal recidivism.
An analysis of the study data demonstrated that 72% of those surveyed self-reported
participating in at least one prison program designed to prepare individuals for release from
prison. About 40% of those eligible to receive basic education classes earned a GED during
their current sentence, but still, about 38% of study participants would return to the
community without a GED. Prisoner optimism about post-release success was high, and
comparable to rates reported in other states (Visher et al., 2003). Individuals who participated
in programs that focused on changing criminal attitudes were significantly more likely to
believe they could live crime free once released. Prisoners who believed they could do
anything they really set their mind to doing, or who felt they were not helpless to deal with
the problems of life, were significantly more likely to believe they could live crime free. This
research suggests that prisoners feel like they can do well and live crime free, but there is
limited evidence that they will lead crime free lives, or that they receive evidence-based and
cost-effective programming in their attempt to do so.
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APPENDIX A
Definition of Variables
The following variables were used in this research study. For a summary of the questions by
item number, see Appendix B.
Accomplish: Feeling of being able to accomplish any task (self-efficacy; item 46).
Any program: Binary variable created to measure participation in one or more
programs versus participation in no programs.
Age: Control variable measuring age at time of survey administration (item 4).
Age groups: Variable created by grouping data by participant age: 18 – 24, 25 – 39,
and, 40 – 90 years.
Anger management: Life skills programs variable about having participated in an
anger management program (item 37).
Changing criminal attitudes: Life skills programs variable about receiving assistance
in changing criminal attitudes (item 36).
Basic education: Programs variable about participation in high school equivalency or
basic education classes (item 38).
Crime free: Outcome variable about how strongly the individual agreed they would
be able to live crime free after release from prison (item 62).
Crime free_2: Variable created by collapsing crime free into a binary variable.
Facility: Demographic variable measuring correctional facility where participant was
housed (item 1).
GED prison: Demographic variable about whether the participant received a GED
while in prison (item 7).
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Not helpless: Self-efficacy category variable about feeling helpless to their solve their
own problems (reverse scored, item 48).
Job skills: Programs variable about receiving job or employment services (item 32).
Level: Demographic variable measuring the supervision classification level of
participants. In the NMCD Inmate Survey, most participants were housed in Level II
security. The small number of surveys from Level III or Level IV were excluded from
hypothesis testing (item 2).
Level of Education: Demographic variable measuring highest level of education: 1st
grade to 11th grade, high school graduate, GED, vocational/technical graduate, some college,
and college graduate.
Life skills programs: Participants were asked about having participated in five
different life skills programs: anger management, changing criminal attitudes, parenting,
personal relationships, and other life skills (items 31, 35-37, and 39).
Marital status: Variable measuring marital status of participant (item 9).
Mental health: Programs category variable about receiving care for mental health
(item 33).
Number of programs: Variable created from a count of all questions about having
participated in a prison program (items 31-39).
Other life skills: Life skills programs variable about having received assistance in
developing life skills (item 31).
Parenting: Life skills programs variable about having received assistance in
developing parenting skills (item 39).
Programs: Category of variables measuring participation in programs provided to
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help prepare prisoners for release: job skills, basic education, mental health, drug or alcohol
treatment, personal relationships, changing criminal attitudes, anger management,
parenting, and other life skills (items 31-39).
Personal relationships: Life skills programs variable about having received
assistance in improving personal relationships (item 35).
Not pushed around: Self-efficacy category variable about feeling “pushed around” in
life (reverse scored, item 47).
Race/ethnicity: Control variable measuring race/ethnicity: White, Hispanic or Latino,
Black or African American, and American Indian or Alaskan Native. Data of participants
identifying as part of the following race/ethnicity groups were reported in the NMCD Inmate
Study demographics, but were excluded from the analyses in this study due to low
representation in the study: Asian, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, and All other
races (item 5).
Self-efficacy: Category of variables measuring self-efficacy: solve problems,
accomplish, not pushed around, and not helpless.
Solve problems: A self-efficacy variable about feeling unable to solve own problems
(reverse-scored, item 45).
Drug or alcohol treatment: Programs variable about receiving drug or alcohol
treatment (item 34).
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APPENDIX B
Summary of Questions Used From NMCD Inmate Survey
Summary of Questions Used From NMCD Inmate Survey
Item Summary
(1)
Correctional facility
(2)
Current supervision classification level
(4)
Year of birth
(5)
Race/ethnicity
(7)
Received a GED while in prison
(9)
Marital status
(31) Received assistance developing life skills
(32) Received job or employment services
(33) Received care for mental health or emotional problems
(34) Received drug or alcohol treatment
(35) Received assistance in improving personal relationships
(36) Received training to change attitudes toward crime
(37) Participated in anger management programs
(38) Participated in GED or basic education classes
(39) Received assistance developing parenting skills
(45) Unable to solve own problems
(46) Able to accomplish any task
(47) Feel “pushed around” in life
(48) Helpless to solve own problems
(62) Perceived ability to live crime free upon release

